
James Munday, in determining patterns  
in the spread of COVID-19, will continue  
to be crucial. 

But throughout the disruption, it is also 
a time of innovation. In this edition of the 
Review we highlight those who aren’t afraid 
to fail fast to succeed, including a young vicar 
who completely reimagined church, and how 
the hospitality sector has adapted to thrive. 

Leaders must also innovate. Former 
submarine captain David Marquet outlines 

how to adjust your leadership style to 
effectively lead remote teams, even if  
you feel unsure about your direction.

At Leesman, the global shift away from 
the office propelled us to deploy a new home 
working survey, giving our clients insight 
into how their employees are coping in their 
new setting.

We hope that these interviews and 
insights will inspire you to keep innovating, 
no matter what the future holds 

shift yet always being somewhat switched on, 
while the ability to relax during downtime 
becomes challenging and sleep becomes 
deprived. Crew members are exhausted at 
the end of their 10-week stint submerged.

Experienced submariners are familiar 
with these testing circumstances. But the 
global population now needs to adapt. This 
year, countries across the world have been 
plunged into a new lockdown. The work 
of this issue’s provocateur, epidemiologist 

A submarine crew prepares for its next 
deployment. Confined to close quarters 
for two months or more, the crew’s routine 
becomes regimented; clocking off from a 

IN AT THE 
DEEP END

“A team that’s afraid to ask questions or  
get it wrong is going to fail.” David Marquet,  
page 4
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I had to table my top five. I declined  
to rank them, but offered the first one:  
The Wizard of Oz. The immediate reaction 
was to question if I’d heard of Netflix. But 
within minutes, others were conceding, 
on reflection, it easily could be / would  
be / should be in their top ten. So, where’s 
its allure? 

Made by MGM to riposte Disney’s 
astounding 1938 success with Snow 
White, the 1939 release set out to innovate 
wherever possible. But that came at a cost 
and with significant challenges, not least 
getting through five directors, 14 writers 
and setting new records for dollars spent.

Today, it is generally acknowledged 
by film historians as one of the most 
innovative films of the period. Yet box 
office audiences were underwhelmed 
and any moderate praise at the time 
was drowned out by that lavished on 
the predictably formatted Gone with the 
Wind, released just four months later.

American audiences, barely emerging 
from the Great Depression and seeing 
Europe heading towards another bloody 
conflict, favoured a Civil War tale of a 
petulant Southern belle’s tangled love 
affairs, over the adaptation of a fairy 
tale about a girl who wants to get home 
with nothing but a band of antiheroes  
to help.

Gone with the Wind scooped four out  
of six of Oz’s Oscar nominations and  
held the record for the highest-earning 
film for more than 20 years. MGM’s 
big budget experiment with Oz hadn’t 
worked. And although they produced 
both films, Gone with the Wind rubbed 
their noses in the risks associated  
with innovation.

But perhaps Oz was too innovative and 
just too ahead of its time? 

Twenty years after its first screening, 
CBS agreed a pay-per-broadcast deal 
with MGM to bring Oz to TV audiences. 
It was soon making MGM $1m on each 
screening, with more than half of 
American television viewers tuning in  
to watch the musical from their own 
homes. The Library of Congress credits  
it as the most-viewed movie in history 
and in a recent People Magazine poll,  
it was chosen as the favourite movie  
of the twentieth century.

I’d chosen The Wizard of Oz for many 

something that is positive in going 
from place A to a better place B: merely 
a predictable stage in an innovation 
process. Product designers love rapid 
prototyping – so what’s stopping it 
coming into the workplace?

Clients willing, there 
could be more real estate 
innovation in the next 12 
months than in the whole of 
the last 12 years, but only for 
those leadership teams and 
their advisors comfortable 
with the idea they will make 
more mistakes in the next  
12 months than they made 
in the last 12 years. 

Product designers are not the only 
creatives comfortable with failure.  
The pharma giants have raced to  
produce vaccines against COVID-19 with 
a huge weight of responsibility on their 
shoulders. But with the announcement 
of successful clinical trials came the 
pressure to deliver. So, manufacturing 

actually moved ahead 
of the testing. The 
only way to have 
millions, or billions  
of vaccines ready to  
go the day that you 
find a vaccine is 
successful is to start 
making it before you 
know it works or  
is approved.

The vaccines now 
being shipped around 
the world have been 
being manufactured 

and stockpiled for months. The scientists 
didn’t know which one was going to work, 
but they manufactured ‘at risk’. They 
spread their bets with the risk of failure 
fully balanced against being properly 
prepared for success.

Can an industry that procures,  
designs and builds in ten-year cycles 
innovate fast enough to have its 
workplace ready for returning employees 
to experience environments that reflect 
the new workstyles they have rapidly 
adapted to? 

If not, employees could turn ‘Toto’ 
and start sniffing around the bottom  
of the curtain. The ‘great and powerful’ 
Wizard of Oz turns out to be nothing but 
a con artist. His defence? “I’m a very 
good man, I’m just a very bad wizard.” 
He built an emerald city, successfully 
throwing a smokescreen around his 
failings and pervaded an illusion of 
success and grandeur. Will the same  
be said now for many offices? 

reasons: the theatre-craft is stunning 
for its time, the witch and the flying 
monkeys are still scary as heck, and 
the humour is there for kids and adults 
alike. The fact that it barely broke-even 
and cast and crew endured multiple 
innovation challenges / catastrophes 
in the making, somehow makes it even 
more charismatic.

Stories abound of adaptations that 
had to be made on the fly to costume 
colours, lighting rigs and even the 
special effects, all to make absolute  
best use of the new film technologies. 
The darker side of innovation is also 
well-documented, with tales of the 
witch’s green copper-based makeup 
being so toxic that the actress was 
restricted to a liquid diet taken through 
a straw while wearing it, and the first 
actor cast as the Tin Man nearly dying 
from an acute allergic reaction to 
aluminium. Then the new technology 
of pyrotechnics reportedly inflicted 
horrific injuries on numerous cast 
members and Munchkin actors looking 
to let off steam after 12-hour days on 
set, being involved in nightly bar brawls 
with locals. And perhaps saddest of all 
was the revelation that 16-year old Judy 
Garland was force-fed amphetamines to 
control her weight and keep her on set. 

So how does this relate to workplace? 

The workplace and real estate industry 
talks much now of the opportunity  
that COVID-19 has gifted it to innovate – 
to deliver all of the previously-peddled 
promises offered by greater employee 
location flexibility. But it needs to move 
fast. We are ten months in. Where is  
the innovation? 

If employees venture back to workplaces 
and nothing has changed, how will they 
feel? They have spent months having 
to innovate, adapting their homes and 
lives to a new workstyle, juggling home-
schooling or care-giver responsibilities, 
or perhaps managing the social isolation 
of living and working alone. So, what 
have their employers done while they 
were away, while those offices were ripe 
for reinvention?

Is there caution because rapid 
innovation brings with it failure at a faster 
pace than the industry is willing to accept?

Consultants have expensive  
insurance protection against failure.  
It is simply not something that is 
welcomed, let alone celebrated. So, 
despite many of those consultants 
priding themselves on their creativity, 
how often do we really see them 
delivering game-changing innovation? 

And so, I would argue, we must 
first repackage the idea of failure as 

Coronavirus hit us like a tornado, upending deep-
rooted opinions of where knowledge work can 
happen, and gifting the remote working advocates 
an exceptional opportunity to amplify their promises 
of technicoloured, agile working for all. But has it 
delivered? And what lessons have we really learnt?

Opinion  |  Tim Oldman – Founder & CEO, Leesman

NO PLACE  
LIKE HOME
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Like most, we didn’t see it coming.  
But when our Asian clients started
asking us to prepare tools that would 
apply the same rigour and independence 
ingrained in our analysis of corporate 
offices to measure remote working, we 
responded, mobilising a new Leesman 
Home Working solution in a matter  
of weeks.

Clients globally adopted the tool and 
are now building workplace futures 
programmes around the data collected 
from their employees. With more than 
150,000 employees now having taken 
the survey, it is an astounding body of 
data that will serve as expert witness 
to how organisations responded to the 
pandemic’s spread.

It has measured exactly how 
employees are working and how they 
have adjusted; how some work activities 
have been replaced by others; how some 
work activities work better at home and 
how some things just aren’t possible 
remotely. It has also shown how those 
who left behind great offices, well-tuned 
to support their specific needs, are most 
keen to get back as soon as it is safe to 
do so.

But in some cases, it has also shown 
that employees who endured spaces that 
obstructed the work they were there to  
do are having a much better time at home, 
and that almost any activity benefitting 
from acoustic privacy is better supported 
at home than in any average office. 

It doesn’t say much of the average 
office when a space designed for living 
can support an employee better than 
spaces designed specifically for working.

But the data also shows that home 
can never support some activities 
as well as the office. Almost the full 
spectrum of social, hosting, creative 
and collaborative activities are under-
supported at home, the long-term  
impact of which remains uncertain.  
Can you really get to know a new client  
or colleague on Zoom?

On one of my last long-hauls before 
March lockdowns, I was enjoying an 
evening with clients. The topic? Not 
work, but which movies you’d download 
to endure the new Qantas London 
to Perth direct flight. The Boeing 
Dreamliner is in the air for 19.5 hours  
to cover the 17,800 km between the  
two cities. That’s a lot of movies.



Interview  |  Hannah Finch
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“I spent a lot of my career taking orders 
and I hated it. I remember having 
breakfast on my last day in the Navy;  
the sun was already up and I could feel  
all the stress leaving my body. I looked  
to my wife and I said: “You know, I just 
don’t really like being told what to do.”  
She replied: “No duh, I can’t believe  
you lasted that long.” 

As a former nuclear submarine 
captain, David Marquet’s approach 
to leadership and communication is 
somewhat unconventional for the  
United States Navy. He is acutely aware  
of how important communication is –  
poor communication in his workplace 
could have resulted in catastrophe –  
a sunken ship and loss of life.

Yet in Marquet’s first book, the 
bestselling Turn the Ship Around!,  
he tells the story of how he turned the 
worst-performing ship in the fleet into  
the best-performing ship by turning 
followers into leaders, largely through  
a shift in his communication style. 

His latest book, Leadership is Language, 
goes even further, offering a radical 
playbook for leaders to empower their 
teams, whether remotely or in-person. 

Marquet spoke to Leesman about 
leading in times of uncertainty, how to  
get your team to make better decisions 
and why our brains feel a bit fuzzy after  
a day spent on Zoom. 

 Leadership is Language, came out  
in February last year, right before  
much of the world went into lockdown.  
In many ways it was perfect timing as 
many leaders feel like they are leading  
in the dark, and communication has 

been difficult with so many unknown 
quantities. You’re an expert at leading 
with little information; in your first  
book, Turn the Ship Around, you detail 
how you successfully captained a nuclear 
submarine you knew nothing about. 
What would you tell leaders who feel  
like they are leading blind?
Leading in the dark creates a scary  
visual image. But here’s the thing:  
you’re not really in the dark. We place 
too much emphasis on our own personal 
perceptions. You may feel like you’re in 
the dark, but you actually have ten people 
around you who can see perfectly well. 

I had an acute experience of this when I 
unexpectedly had to take over as the captain 
of the USS Santa Fe nuclear submarine 
instead of the USS Olympia, which I was 
trained for. I knew every minute detail of the 
USS Olympia and next to nothing about the 
USS Santa Fe. I felt like my credibility and 
my knowledge as a leader were suddenly 
ripped away from me. 

In my case, lives literally depended 
on me not making the decisions. The few 
times I did try to make a decision, the 
crew would follow it even if it was wrong, 
which was disheartening. Most leaders 
believe that if one of their team sees an 
obvious problem with a decision they will 
speak up and correct it, but in practice 
this rarely happens. 

One classic, tragic example is an 
aviation accident that happened during 
World War Two. The General, who also 
happened to be a pilot, was flying. He 
had a new co-pilot who was in awe of him 
and wanted to follow his instructions 
perfectly. At one point, the General 
started humming a tune to himself and 

made an innocuous movement with his 
head, which his co-pilot interpreted as an 
order to bring up the landing gear. But the 
plane was still going down the runway 
and hadn’t reached speed. As he brought 
up the landing gear the plane went down; 
a propeller blade severed the General’s 
back and he became paralyzed. 

When the co-pilot was interviewed 
afterwards he was asked why he had 
brought up the landing gears when that 
was so clearly the wrong action. He 
responded that he thought the general 
was indicating for him to do it.  Even 
though he knew it wasn’t the right thing 
to do and he knew the plane wasn’t going 
fast enough, his own logic was squashed 
by his admiration for the General. 

Former Nuclear  
submarine captain  
David Marquet talks  
to Leesman about why 
leaders need to stop 
talking and start listening.

A team that’s afraid to ask questions or get it 
wrong is going to fail. Especially with so many 
people home working during this pandemic, 
it is essential to understand what challenges 
and problems your people are dealing with. 

We so often undervalue the idea of 
description. We say: “Don’t bring  
me problems, bring me solutions.” 
It’s essentially putting a tax on people 
bringing us their problems. Guess what 
happens when a leader implements the 
‘only come to me with solutions’ policy? 
They get fewer problems. Except that  
the same number of problems are still 
out there, they are just hearing about 
them less.

A better way to bring clarity to your 
organisation is to ask people to come to 

you with a description of their problems.  
A leader can’t help to solve problems if 
they don’t know what they are. Having 
people simply tell you about their situation, 
explain their problem, and describe how 
they see it from their side is the first step to 
any kind of an empowerment programme.

 And would still encourage that person 
to solve the problem themselves?
Yes. Ultimately I still want them to  
solve the problem, but it always starts  
with description.

The reason you start with description 
rather than assessment is that describing 
feels safer than deciding. This is because 
description is not processed through 
the part of our brain that’s connected 

to emotions, but 
decisions are.  
All decisions  
are emotional.

Of course, people 
have to feel safe to 
express emotions 
(and ultimately make 
a decision), and the 
way to make them 

feel safe is by saying: “Tell me about the 
problem.” This is especially important 
when working with distributed teams, 
because you don’t see everything your 
team sees and you don’t know what they 
know. The ideal scenario is that teams 
will operate and make decisions based on 
what everybody sees and knows; then the 
right decision will be made. But what often 
happens is that decisions are made based 
only on what the leader sees and knows, 
even though they can only see a tiny 
portion of the whole picture. 

 THE 
LISTENING 
LEADER
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better than yours – but they might!  
You want to make your decision after  
you know what they know.

As human beings we’re wired to 
believe what most people believe is true. 
If nine out of ten people on a team have 
one opinion and there’s one outlier, our 
brains are wired to believe the nine. 
Leaders need to fight against this bias, 
which is why it’s essential that everyone 
is given an opportunity to speak up.  
But how that scenario often plays out is 
that nine people say one thing and the 
tenth just stays silent, depriving the 
group of their knowledge. 

Interestingly, once one person  
dissents it gives everyone else in the group 
permission to dissent. What’s key is how 
the group reacts to somebody disagreeing. 
Do we explain how wrong and short-
sighted they are, or do we lean in with 
curiosity? I’ve watched many senior 
executives defend their position as soon as 
someone disagrees, instead of responding 
with curiosity. Disagreement activates a 
fight, flight or freeze mechanism within 
us, and a good leader will learn to shift 
that to curiosity. 

 Is the leader afraid that the group will 
lean over to the opposite opinion as theirs?
Leaders tend to view themselves as decision 
makers, which is not the right perspective.

more awkward on a digital call, but the 
end result of having your team more 
communicative and engaged is worth  
a minute or two’s awkwardness.  

 Leaders often have their mind made 
up at the beginning of the meeting.  
How do you keep an open mind to 
everyone’s ideas? And if people  
offer ideas you don’t like, how do you 
respond without it seeming like you’re 
just taking charge?
Your team’s ideas might not be as good  
as yours, but the only way to know that 
is to have the conversation and decide 
based on the full knowledge of what 
everybody knows. 

As a leader, it’s not an easy practice. 
As soon as I hear a problem, my brain 
is shouting: "I know the answer, I’ve 
seen this before, I know what to do!” I 
have to suppress that so that I can have a 
conversation with my team and get their 
input. You can’t stop your brain doing 
that. But what you can affect is what 

comes out of your 
mouth next. 

To stop yourself 
from just blurting 
out your solution, I 
suggest using a ’tell 
me time-box’. Here’s 
how it works: for 
thirty seconds or so, 
consciously choose to 

just be curious and ask questions about 
your team’s position. It’s time-limited, 
it won’t last forever and at the end, you – 
the leader – make the decision. It doesn’t 
need to align with what your team said. 
Just because you listen to everyone’s 
ideas, it doesn’t mean that they will be 

 

The leader isn’t a decision maker but rather 
the maker of a decision-making factory. 
They are the architect creating a structure 
and a way of interacting among their team 
so that the good decisions come out.

On the submarine, we have a periscope. 
We see the outside world through this tiny 
lens. I’m only looking at 16 degrees on the 
horizon. It’s a perfect metaphor for how 
we typically operate in the world. If I were 
to only look through the periscope I’d be in 
real danger, which is why I need someone 
looking behind me and to the left and 
right, to give me a full picture of what’s 
going on.

 Distributed working has made it 
harder to know what our teams are 
seeing and struggling with. In your  
book you talk about the importance of 
share-of-voice, the idea that everyone  
in a meeting should be sharing equally. 
Meeting over video has made this 
dynamic even more difficult. Why is 
share-of-voice so important and how 
can we do it well?
Black box recordings offer a unique 
insight into share-of-voice as we get to 
hear how critical decisions were made  
in real time. 

In Leadership is Language we profiled 
a ship called the El Faro that tragically 
sailed into a hurricane and sank in 2015, 
and tragically all 33 people lost their 
lives. It had all the modern navigation 
equipment, so it was a mystery as to  
how it could have happened. Thankfully, 
the dialogue on the black box held  
the key. 

On the recording you can hear the 
two people navigating on the bridge: 
the person steering and person giving 
directions. Sometimes the Captain is 
also on the bridge, so it’s a three-person 
situation: Captain, officer, crewman. My 
team and I went through the transcript 
and counted the number of words that 

This was hard for me because I’d be 
silent and people would look at me –  
they would want me to say something.  
I would just wait in that awkward silence 
until finally someone started speaking 
up and then I would reward that with 
acknowledgment. This can feel even 

everybody said. We found that the 
Captain said more than 50% of the words. 
The officer said almost everything else 
and the crewman said less than 5%. And 
if you match the percentage they spoke 
with their salaries it is almost an exact 
match. We seem to have this instinctive 
programming that you get to say the 
number of words proportionate to the 
salary that you have. And as a result,  
we default to accepting the Highest  
Paid Person’s Opinion (HiPPO). 

There are two reasons why you don’t 
want to go with the highest paid person’s 
opinion. Firstly, it could be wrong. 
Secondly, once the highest paid person 
makes a decision, their ego is attached 
to that decision. This is the same for 
everybody, regardless of rank. Once 
you make a decision, you’re less likely 
to see that decision dispassionately and 
you’re less likely to walk away from it. 
If evidence grows that the decision was 
actually a bad one, you’re unlikely to go 
back and change it. 

Here’s the takeaway: if you’re the leader, 
you’re probably talking too much. You 
need to suppress your own share-of-voice. 
Other people will speak more when you 
speak less. 

Every organisation has two products:  
their actual products and the decisions  
that help to improve the process for making 
their product. The industrial model of 
leadership is that the leader decides and the 
workers execute. This form of leadership 
is actually coercion – getting people to do 
things that they didn’t choose to do in a 
way that they didn’t choose to do it. There 
are subtle ways leaders coerce with their 
language by adding phrases such as  
“...does that make sense?”, and “...right?”, 
and “...are we good here?” Those phrases are 
a little push that says: “Do what you’re told.” 
A lot of leaders are not really interested in 
true dissent as it can be inconvenient. A 
truly curious leader would ask what they are 
missing, or ask: “Six months from now, let’s 
imagine this whole thing went wrong, what 
would be the most likely reason?” Those are 
the questions you should be asking about 
important decisions. 

 One of the most fascinating parts of 
Leadership is Language is when you talk 
about red work and blue work. Can you 
describe that for us?
Our brains work in two important ways. 
The first way is task-focused (red work) 
– we use this when we’re concentrating 
on moving parts on an assembly line or 
writing code. The focus requires us to 
deliberately exclude unnecessary and 

unwelcome intrusions 
into that focus. The 
second way is decision-
making (blue work). 
When we’re making 
a decision, we want 
to welcome in all 
the information we 
have been excluding 

because that will lead us to make a 
stronger decision. 

Unfortunately, most organisations 
don’t differentiate between the red work 
of focused tasks and the blue work of 
reflective thinking, so they end up being 
half-focused and half-expansive. If you 
don’t know if you’re ever going to pause 
and reflect on things then you always 
need to reserve that part of your brain. 
You can’t be 100% focused, because if 
you do you’ll lose track of time. You could 
be chopping down the wrong forest for 
days without releasing it, and you might 
worry that you’re chopping the wrong 
way, but you will continue on. Compare 
that to the mindset of saying: “I’m going 
to chop for two weeks, then in two weeks 
we’ll stop and evaluate if we’re in the 
right forest or if we need to redirect.” That 
mindset allows you to put everything into 
chopping for those two weeks, knowing 
an evaluation is coming. 

This plays out throughout our lives. 
Our education system is designed so that 
we’re doing the blue, expansive, learning 
early in our life, when our brain is most 
adaptive and growing. And then after 
university people often go and do red work 
for the next 40 years. It is so important to 
pause red work from time to time so that 
you can open up your mind and reflect.

The production clock is the thing that 
keeps us from being really reflective. 
Everyone has had the experience of being 
on a run and an idea pops into your head; 
or having a shower and suddenly thinking 
of a solution to a problem. That happens 
because you have taken away the stress  
of the production pressure and your 
relaxed brain is able to connect to things  
it couldn’t connect to before 

 

David Marquet has written two 
books: Turn the Ship Around! 
and Leadership is Language

Audio: Listen to our interview 
with David Marquet at 
leesmanindex.com/review

Most organisations, explains 
Marquet, don’t differentiate  
between focused tasks and 
reflective thinking, so they  
end up being half-focused  
and half-expansive

Interview

After listening to the propeller beat of a sonar 
contact, a sonar technician aboard a Los Angeles 
class nuclear-powered attack submarine goes  
to a manual to identify the class of ship emitting 
the sound

https://www.leesmanindex.com/leesman-review/
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In similar circumstances for many 
organisations, the COVID-19 pandemic 
changed the entire modus operandi at  
Saint Mary’s Church in Southampton.  
For a group whose work is orientated around 
meeting each other physically, the impact 
of a nationwide lockdown was immense. 
But through inventive workarounds to the 
obstacles that presented themselves and a 
daring approach in completely revamping 
its day-to-day work, the church has not 
only kept its connection to its congregation 
intact, but it has found new ways of  
reaching and supporting more of the  
wider community in the long-term.

Finch is the vicar at Saint Mary’s. The 
church reopened in September 2018 after 
a two-year restoration project, with Finch 
firmly at the helm. His initial work lay 
in trying to encourage a new generation 
of local residents to join him. It’s not new 
for church communities to change their 
output to try and encourage the next group 
of people into its congregation. But Finch 
says that when he joined Saint Mary’s, he 
wanted to offer something a little more 
relevant to people’s lives. The music played 
in many churches across the country, for 
instance, has evolved from the sound of the 
pipe organ to that of electric guitars and 
drums – it basically sounds like Coldplay, 
says Finch. The average age at Saint Mary’s 
dropped from around 70 to under 30 within 
18 months. More than 400 people regularly 
connected. Then the pandemic struck; the 
time spent creating a sense of community 
was suddenly snatched away.

Of course, it was discouraging to go into 
lockdown when the church was gaining  
so much momentum, but instead of sitting 
around and waiting for lockdown to lift, 
the team started innovating.

Having to create everything the 
church did from scratch unearthed an 
entrepreneurial spirit, regularly seen in 
tech start-ups. The church has the same 

challenges as a corporate organisation; 
searching for ways to circumvent the 
problem to continue engaging with its 
customer base – in the case of Saint Mary’s, 
its congregation. The church’s first task 
was to establish an online connection with 
its congregation for the upcoming Sunday 
service. The lockdown announcement on 
the Monday evening gave them five days. 
With a lot of budget recording using mobile 
phones and through Zoom, the Sunday 
service became a magazine format TV 
show where the team could capture and 
share stories from around the community. 
The church even managed to get its band 
performing remotely, through clever 
camera and editing work. 

The online services were a success. But 
the pandemic continued to impact the city. 

The UK had exponential increases in 
the number of people who moved into 
the food poverty bracket. Many older 
residents were told to shield for 12 weeks. 
Unable to leave the house and unable 
to get supplies, delivery services were 
booked out for weeks and food banks 
quickly became overrun. That’s when 
Finch saw an opportunity to help.

The church was empty; it was unused 
space waiting to be exploited. Finch 
bought a used van, and along with the 
generosity of local volunteers with cars, 
the church created a pop-up food bank. 
The numbers are impressive: starting 
with around 100 meals in the first week, 
the operation quickly scaled up with 
more volunteers joining to organise, 
stack, package, and then deliver food to 
vulnerable households. Since March, 
the Saint Mary’s Church food bank has 
delivered more than 100,000 meals. 

Buoyed by efforts so far, Finch wanted to 
find a way of reimagining a summer event 
which normally happens with thousands of 
people from several other churches. Unable 
to host 7,000 people in a tent, Finch and his 
team decided to recreate the feel through 
the creation of a drive-through church. 
Modelled on your fast food outlet of choice, 
he set up stalls along the church’s driveway 
offering bitesize versions of different parts 
of a standard service: on the Saviour Menu 
were ten-second sermons, the band playing 
part of your favourite song, short prayers, 
and a water pistol-based game – admittedly 
not always included in a standard service. 

Jon Finch knew what 
was at stake. He had 
to act fast. With a 
determination to make 
things work and a 
positive, hardworking 
team in support, he 
set about completely 
reimagining the 
entire concept of his 
organisation. And it’s 
now flourishing.

FROM 
CRISIS TO 
OPPORTUNITY 
A chance to reimagine everything

Saint Mary’s Church in Southampton reinvented 
the concept of church to continue serving its 
community during the pandemic, including 
creating a drive-through church service,  
complete with ten-second sermons (below)
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Quick, decisive actions and an open 
mind to new ideas has left the church 
and its community in a positive place. 
Concerns over a drop in numbers over 
lockdown were unfounded; in fact, 
numbers grew. The church’s online 
Easter service saw attendance treble. 
People felt more comfortable joining 
an online service than sitting in the 
back row of a church, crippled by 
the daunting prospect of meeting an 
entirely new group of people. When in-
person services were allowed to resume, 
Finch met many new people who started 
coming thanks to their live streams.

Saint Mary’s is going to continue its 
online services, and it has expansion 
plans with a new site in the city set to 
open for them.

For Saint Mary’s, innovation has 
been a necessity for survival – and this 
has been true for businesses across the 
world. Some organisations have had to 
adjust to remote working conditions, 
while others have seen their entire 
operations halted, through either 
new lockdown restrictions or because 
demand has been completely wiped out.

Some have found themselves in a 
position to capitalise on their individual 
situations to not only survive the 
ensuing months, but experience growth 
in their business. Some leaders pivoted 
to a completely new business model 
where they sensed an opportunity; 
others utilised space and resources  
that the COVID-19 impact had left surplus  
to requirements. 

These individuals and organisations 
haven’t thrived just because they  
were fortunate to be in the right place  
at the right time to take advantage  
of opportunities. 

Coming out of a crisis well 
is also dependant on an 
individual’s reaction to it; 
here the fundamentals of  
fight or flight are introduced 
– and importantly knowing 
which to choose, and when.

Quick, bold decision-making is required; 
so too is a strong mentality to go against 
the flow of your traditional revenue 
stream and to try something different.

Question everything about your 
business model
When The Alpaca pub in north London 
re-opened in March 2020 under new 
management after six months of 
refurbishment works, Lucas Owen,  
the owner, was cursing his luck.  
An entire business strategy was thrown 
out of the window, and potentially with  
it a six-figure investment.

Unperturbed by a potentially devastating 
impact, Owen repurposed his business 
model in search of new revenue streams. 
Supported by an effective social media 
campaign and a local community spirit 
the pandemic uncovered, The Alpaca 
turned into a takeaway drinks service, 
offering not only pints in takeaway 
cups, but cans and bottles of craft beers 
and ciders, as well as its own cocktail 
concoctions, labelled and bottled on site. 
Owen even introduced a food service 
which included Sunday roasts and 
smaller plates, complete with at-home 
cooking instructions. 

The hospitality sector – pubs and 
restaurants in particular – had to think 
on their feet when they were forced 
to close their doors. But crisis is often 
a catalyst for creativity; a creativity 
nurtured by excellent problem solving 
skills. Like Finch’s complete reinvention 
of his traditional church service, pubs 
such as The Alpaca manufactured a new 
method of running their business. They 
questioned the fundamentals: why did 
they need to continue operating in the 
same way? What can they do differently? 

Other sectors embraced this lateral 
thinking too. When flights across the 
world were grounded due to cancellations 
and closed borders, commercial airlines 
turned their dormant fleet into cargo 
planes which were able to transport vital 
medical items and protective equipment. 
When hospitals in Italy were overwhelmed 
with patients and were struggling to cope 
with shortages of hospital beds, especially 
in intensive care wards, two Italian 
architects designed an intensive care pod 
made from a shipping container. And when 
live performances were cancelled and 
theatres and events venues were forced to 
close, those in the entertainment industry 
saw their income completely wiped out. 
Performers needed a new way to connect 
with their audience, which they found 
in the form of the burgeoning podcast 
industry. Several have since pivoted 
towards a Patreon service; a platform for 
fans to pay their favourite entertainers for 
bonus content. In lieu of a paying audience, 
performers have had to market themselves 
to an entirely online crowd.

Each of these organisations and 
individuals managed to not only  
survive but thrive, with each pivot 
leading to new opportunities. The  
Alpaca now has a vibrant community  
of locals who will continue to visit. 
Airlines aren’t paying expensive parking 
fees to airports. Entertainers are able  
to grow their fanbase by reaching  
new supporters. 

Each story demonstrates an acceptance 
that the definition of ‘normal’ isn’t fixed; 
a decision has been chosen to explore 
new avenues because of this. This 
mantra is relevant for all parts of your 
business, not just your revenue model.

Repurpose your surplus
The pandemic turned many city centres 
into ghost towns overnight. Skyscraper 
office buildings, which would house 
thousands of workers every weekday, 
became almost uninhabited. Retail 
outlets across city centres closed 
temporarily, either through lack of trade 
or to protect those workers who could do 
their job remotely. Several commercial 
banks saw an opportunity. Reluctant to 
send their workforces back into their  
HQ building, the banks repurposed their 
high street branches that were sitting 
unused and transformed them into office 
spaces. The result? Surplus real estate 
was utilised and their staff didn’t have  
to take public transport across a large 
city and cram themselves into lifts and 
office space at the bank’s HQ. 

Just like Finch’s church food bank  
and commercial airlines’ switch to 
cargo, the bank sensed an opportunity  
to utilise its leftover resources 
efficiently. Another industry decided 
to do something similar, although this 
time it repurposed its human resources, 
rather than its physical assets. 

At the pinnacle of the motor racing 
industry, Formula One teams spend 
millions on research and development, 
searching for an innovation that will 
shave tenths of a second off their car’s 
best lap times. But in March last year, 
when its 2020 season was postponed, 
the sport’s regulators ordered each 
team to down tools for two months. 
With engineers unable to work on their 
cars, seven F1 teams came together 
to answer a call from UK government 
to develop much-needed ventilators, 
putting aside the sport’s usual reluctance 
to share intellectual property in a 
collaborative effort dubbed ‘Project 
Pitlane’. This was an exemplar of cross-
sector collaboration; within ten days the 
breathing apparatus had been designed 
and approved, and within a month 10,000 
were built. 

Crisis creates change;  
change creates choice
In his book The Infinite Game, author 
Simon Sinek argues that people don’t 
buy what you do, they buy why you do it. 
Organisations that are solely focused on 
selling their products will have found it 
difficult to pivot in the last year. 

In reality, what motivates 
people the most is your 
mission and vision of what 
you’re hoping to achieve  
with your organisation. 

Saint Mary’s mission is to connect with 
and serve the people of Southampton, 
not to sit in a church building on 
Sundays. The Alpaca’s is to provide 
people with one of the greatest pleasures 
in life – exceptional food and drink,  

not just to be another pub. Because 
they are both mission-focused 
oraganisations, the pandemic forced 
them to figure out ways they could still 
achieve their mission given the new 
environment. The first step to thriving in 
crisis is to have a strong understanding 
of the ‘why’ behind what you do. 

In a crisis as much as in more stable 
times, organisations often have a myopic 
attitude to problem solving. But crisis is 
an opportunity to accelerate change out 
of necessity. Hundreds of thousands of 
people are now working from home or 
other remote locations out of necessity; 

the stigma behind home working is 
disappearing because business leaders 
can now see that productivity levels 
aren’t necessarily dropping in the 
manner they might have envisaged. 
Workplace experts estimate that the shift 
to remote working practices becoming 
the norm – or at least being broadly 
accepted – has been accelerated by up  
to a decade because of the pandemic.

Just like home working – and online 
church services – things rarely return to 
normal after a crisis. Cities are exploring 
the ideas of temporary cycle lanes 
and pedestrianised streets becoming 

permanent. Environmental experts see 
this as an opportunity to reset with more 
sustainable targets in mind. Workplace 
experts are taking the opportunity to 
reconfigure office space to be more 
suitable for how it will be used in the 
future. Such resilience is a side effect  
of good crisis management.

Clearly, it’s possible to consolidate 
your position to survive, while being 
bold enough to try new things – even 
reinventing your organisation – without 
fearing failure. For example, now could 
be a great time to hire new talent. The 
pool of skilled workers is changing 

rapidly; many have suffered redundancy 
and, due to the pandemic, location is 
suddenly less important. After World 
War Two, the owners of Hewlett Packard 
went on a hiring spree of newly-available 
engineers, despite an economic climate 
where downsizing was more common. 
When asked whether they could afford 
to hire such talent, the firm’s response: 
“How can we afford not to?”

You may think that a seismic change 
is fraught with risk: but in a pandemic 
with unprecedented consequences on 
business, can you afford not to make  
that change? 

The church, sat empty and unutilised, was 
converted into a pop-up food bank, delivering 
more than 100,000 meals (below) 

Faced with an enforced closure just weeks after 
opening, the Alpaca pub in Islington, north London, 
flipped its business model on its head to continue 
generating much-needed revenue (bottom)

Several Formula 1 teams put competition aside 
and repurposed their R&D divisions to collaborate, 
resulting in a newly-developed Continuous positive 
airway pressure (CPAP) device

Photographer: James Tye / UCL.
© Mercedes-Benz Grand Prix Ltd. 

As the requirement for a mass vaccination 
programme ramps up, space currently 
unutilised is being repurposed to support 
these efforts. In the UK, seven mass 
vaccination hubs were revealed by the 
government at the start of the year. The sites 
range from sports venues (Ashton Gate 

stadium in Bristol and the Etihad Tennis 
Centre in Manchester) to exhibition 
centres, such as ExCeL in London. Other 

smaller sites, including supermarket car 
parks, are also being offered up for use.

However, it was the hospitality sector’s offer 
to repurpose its space which caught the eye.

Pubs have had a difficult year. Faced with 
sudden closures, equally sudden re-openings, 

turning to takeaway drinks and meals, 
tracking and tracing customers, serving 
‘substantial meals’ and much more, they 
have been among the worst-hit businesses 
throughout the pandemic. 

But this didn’t stop independent Scottish 
brewer BrewDog going on record to 
suggest its 52 UK bars as makeshift 
vaccination centres. 

Co-founder James Watt said: “We would like 
to offer our closed BrewDog venues to help 
with a quick roll-out of the vaccine. For free.”

This isn’t the first time BrewDog has stepped 
in during the pandemic; last year it joined 
several gin producers in shifting its distillery 

production line to make hand sanitiser, to 
be given to hospitals and charities. Given 
the equipment already in place to handle 
ethanol (used in both spirits and sanitiser) 
and to bottle large quantities, production 
was fairly straightforward.

Similar to its production line, using its 
venues to vaccinate is a sensible use 
of facilities. Watt points out that bars 
are equipped with waiting areas, large 
refrigerators, and separate rooms for 
vaccinations. And since they are expected 
to be closed for up to three months – some 
UK government ministers have suggested 
the latest nationwide lockdown could last 
until April – the hospitality sector is on 
standby to help.

VACCINE: REDIRECTING RESOURCES 
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There are many ways offices can bring 
value to an organisation, but foremost 
is through the impact they have on 
employee experience. Organisations 
use their buildings to foster culture and 
help their employees be as productive 
as possible. Now, with the key employee 
experience tool of the office gone, how 
have employees been faring? And when it 
is finally safe for us to return to the office 
again, will the workplace experience be 
forever altered based on what employees 
experienced from home?

To understand this, we need to explore 
how employees have experienced that 
alternative work environment.

We launched our new Home Working 
Experience questions at the end of 
March 2020. Thanks to the amazing 
organisations that we have the privilege 
to work with, by the end of September, 
we were able to collect more than 144,000 
responses to these new questions. But 
what does the data tell us of the home 
working experience? 

The best metric to understand how home 
working is working is the H-Lmi, which 
is a 0-100 linear score that quantifies 
the overall experience. The average 
H-Lmi currently sits at 74.2 across 
all respondents, which tells us that 
working from home has been good, if not 
outstanding. To give some context, the 
average equivalent for office workplaces, 
for the nearly 720,000 respondents who 
had responded to our Leesman Office 
experience survey pre-COVID-19 (by the 
end of Q4 2019) is 63.1. The threshold for 
an outstanding experience is 70.0. 

So how, specifically, is the home 
environment enabling employees to  
do their jobs well? 

According to our data, areas that are 
especially well-supported when working 
from home are: individual work, 
formal meetings and different types of 
conversations. For example, 90.1% of 
employees say that individual, focused 
work is supported, 94.3% consider planned 
meetings to be supported and 89.5% think 
that business confidential discussions are 
supported when working from home. The 
support for productivity is also high, with 
82.5% say that their home environment 
enables them to work productively. 

Home working also has its downsides. 
Despite virtual happy hours and pub 
quizzes, the data shows that the social side 
of work is more challenging in a digital 
environment. Just 65.3% feel connected to 
their colleagues and 69.8% feel connected 
to their organisation, which is likely to be 
driven by poor support for informal social 
interaction (56.1% say it is supported), 

learning from others (66.3%) and 
informal, unplanned meetings (76.5%). 

We also need to be careful of averages, 
because they can mask the highs and  
the lows. 

So while the overall, average,  
home working experience has been 
outstanding, 21% of employees report 
a poor experience working from home 
(with an H-Lmi <60.0). 

This means that more than one in five 
employees find working from the ‘comfort’ 
of their own homes to be obstructing them 
from being at their best.

Our data shows that the main driver 
of the home working experience is the 
type of setting that the employee has 
available to them. Employees who work 
in a dedicated work room or office at 
home generally have the best experience 
(H-Lmi 78.9 on average), while those 
who work from a non-work specific 
location at home (such as a dining 
table) report the poorest experience 
(H-Lmi 67.0). This pattern repeats itself 
across all questions that we have asked, 
including whether the environment 
enables working productively (91.8% vs. 
68.6%), whether one feels connected to 
colleagues (72.4% vs. 54.2%) and whether 

or not the employee can maintain a 
healthy work-life balance (79.1% vs. 
62.1%). This, unfortunately, means that 
it may not always be possible to improve 
the experience for all employees. If one 
does not have a space at home that can be 
dedicated for working, then an allowance 
for a desk and chair purchase won’t help. 

We have also found that those with 
more complex work profiles, who do a 
wider range of different types of activities 
in their roles, are more likely to have a 
poorer experience working from home. 
More variety in your activities means 
more things that the environment 
needs to support. This is a very similar 
pattern that we see in conventional office 
workplaces, which mainly consist of 
workstations and meeting rooms with 
little variety of other types of workspaces.

But whether or not this home working 
exercise has meant an improved or 
impaired experience for employees 
depends not only on the home working 
experience, but also on what they were 
used to before COVID-19. An H-Lmi of 
75.0 outlines an outstanding experience 
working from home, but if your office 
Lmi is 85.0, then your experience at home 
has been sub-optimal compared to what 
you had before. Or if your office Lmi is 
65.0, then in comparison to what you left 
behind, you  have probably really enjoyed 
the change. This will also have its impact 
on the extent to which you would like to 
return to the office when possible.

This shows us that assessing the 
home working experience, without 
understanding how it compares to the 
alternative(s) employees may have, serves 
the purpose of identifying the actions that 
could be taken to improve the experience 
in the short-term, while employees are 
working from home. But in order to make 
decisions about the long-term workplace 
landscape, you will need to understand 
how your office workplaces compare. 

Some of the organisations we have 
recently worked with have taken the 
opportunity to measure both the office 
and home experience at the same time 
by adding our Home Working questions 
at the end of the standardised Leesman 
Office survey. This gives the most accurate 
comparison possible, as each individual’s 
experience of the two environments can 
be directly compared. We took a closer 
look at a sample consisting of more than 
22,000 of these responses, from more than 
200 different workplaces. 

We found that 16% of these employees 
had an outstanding experience in their 
office (Lmi >70.0) but a sub-optimal 
experience at home (H-Lmi <70.0). A 
slightly larger proportion, 22%, had an 
outstanding experience at home, while they 
had left behind a sub-optimal experience 
in the office. 38% reported an outstanding 
experience in both office and at home, while 
24% had a poor experience in both. 

There’s no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to 
maximising your employees’ experience; 
the actions required will be different 
depending on the group. Here are four, 
simplified scenarios that employees might 
experience: 

• Outstanding experience both in the 
office and at home – they already have an 
outstanding infrastructure available and 
may need little immediate improvement. 
As they have a good experience working 
from home, they may not be in a hurry to 
return to the office. 

• Poor experience both in the office 
and at home – this group is not 
likely to have a compelling reason 
to return, as the office will not offer 
an improvement to their overall 
experience. Here, the organisation will 
need to decide whether to significantly 
improve the office, to try to improve 
the home working experience or both. 

Either way, actions are needed as the 
employee experience is currently 
compromised. 

• Outstanding experience at home, but a 
poor experience in the office – clearly, 
this group is likely to prefer to stay at 
home. The organisation will need to 
create compelling reasons for these 
employees to come into the office, in 
case they are needed there.

• Outstanding experience in the office, 
but a poor experience at home – these 
are most eager to return. If the long-
term plan within an organisation is to 
increase remote working, focus will 
need to be placed on how the home 
working experience could be improved 
for these employees. 

Regardless of which of these experience 
quadrants your employees sits in, specific 
activities may be better supported in the 
office, or at home. Across these 22,000 
respondents, we found that individual 
activities are typically best supported at 
home, while all collaborative work and 

social interaction is better supported in 
the office. 

This warrants a note of 
caution: beware of turning 
offices into mere meeting 
places. Individual, focused 
work is still an essential 
component of working life, 
important to 91.9%  
of employees. 

To think that employees won’t need spaces 
for some head-down, concentrated work 
on a day when they are in the office for a 
meeting is risky. Offices that employees 
will want to come to will need to support 

both individual and collaborative work in 
the future.

The COVID-19 pandemic has offered a 
unique opportunity for organisations to 
rethink their workplace experience. Ask 
yourself: what experience do your offices 
currently offer? How are your employees 
experiencing working from home? To 
what extent could a more flexible way of 
working improve the experience? Where 
would employees be best-off doing the 
various parts of their roles? 

For those organisations where working 
from home wasn’t an option before 
COVID-19, there’s really no going back to 
how it was. Employees’ expectations have 
now increased, so going back to the status 
quo would mean going backwards. 

Now is the time to focus on what would 
maximise the employee experience across 
all places of work. That’s how workplace will 
maintain and create value in the future 

Since university, my professional passion has been helping people thrive in 
their workplace. Despite studying real estate valuation, I was hardly concerned 
with cash-flow analysis, instead interested in understanding how the built 
environment creates value for the people who use it. What is the point in a 
building if it doesn’t serve the people that use it?

Expert 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 60.7%
Agreement Leesman+  79.6% 
  18.9%

  3   It enables us to work productively

Agreement global 65.4%
Agreement Leesman+  81.1% 
  15.7%

 4  It enables me to work productively

Agreement global 63.8%
Agreement Leesman+  78.2% 
  14.4%    

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

Agreement global 54.9%
Agreement Leesman+  82.3% 
  27.4%

Top 5 differences in  
Workplace Impact

  5  It contributes to a sense of community  
 at work

Agreement global 60.6%
Agreement Leesman+  74.5% 
  13.9%

Top 5 differences in  
Work Activities
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Top 5 differences in  
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Satisfaction Leesman+ 57.9% 
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34.8%
41.9%
71.6%
47.7%
29.9%
39.0%
43.4%
29.9%
36.5%
42.5%
38.2%

78.0%
81.4%
65.1%
64.9%
75.2%
62.8%
71.9%
61.7%
88.0%
75.4%
78.7%
55.2%
51.9%
58.5%
66.3%
66.8%
64.3%
65.5%
67.9%
60.1%
67.2%

Data summary  |  2020 Q4  |  Ratings reported from 817,598 respondents to date
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77.3%
75.0%
72.7%
72.6%
68.2%
67.9%
67.1%
66.0%
61.0%
57.5%
55.1%
54.6%
53.7%
49.6%
47.8%
46.8%
45.7%
43.7%
43.1%
41.2%
37.7%
34.5%
29.6%
29.5%
28.3%

84.4%
83.3%
77.2%
76.6%
71.0%
70.9%
68.8%
67.4%
65.3%
61.7%
59.5%
54.2%
52.9%
51.3%
50.6%
50.6%
50.2%
48.2%
45.0%
44.9%
39.0%
37.7%
33.1%
30.4%
24.3%

91.3%
74.1%
68.3%
56.9%
55.9%
50.4%
47.5%
45.7%
45.4%
43.0%
41.9%
41.4%
40.5%
39.7%
37.7%
36.9%
34.3%
33.2%
31.0%
30.8%
21.1%

84.8%
70.4%
65.4%
63.8%
60.7%
60.6%
54.9%
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ANZ  |  64.3

Benelux  |  57.0

Rest of Europe  |  63.7

MEA   |  67.7

Nordics  |  61.7UK  |  60.8Americas  |  65.1 Asia  |  70.1

Global data distribution

1%
MEA
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6%

UK 

18%
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11%15%

Nordics

18%

Americas

9%
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Home working data summary

H-Lmi 

74.0
No. of employees 

160,579
No. of workplaces 

1,224
No. of countries 

88
No. of employees  

working from home

134,626

Healthy work-life 
balance agreement

71.8%

Connected to 
colleagues agreement

64.7%

 21   Hosting visitors, clients or customers 16.6% 38.0%

 20   Using technical/specialist equipment or materials 17.8% 64.2%

 19   Spreading out paper or materials 20.6% 60.4%

 18   Individual focused work away from your desk 22.4% 78.4%

 17   Collaborating on creative work 32.9% 71.2%

ImportanceBottom 5 importance Supported

1   Individual focused work, desk based 87.8% 90.0%

2   Planned meetings 79.7% 94.2%

3   Collaborating on focused work 61.9% 83.4%

4   Telephone conversations 60.2% 92.9%

5   Relaxing/taking a break 54.6% 80.0%

ImportanceTop 5 importance

Activities

Home working impact Home working setting

Features

Supported

 11   Computing equipment, fixed (desktop) 23.6% 56.7%

 10   Wired network connectivity 24.7% 61.9%

9  Printing/copying/scanning equipment 45.5% 18.7%

8   Telephone equipment 46.8% 71.1%

7   Audio headset 67.2% 67.2%

ImportanceBottom 5 importance Satisfaction

1   Desk or table 90.4% 64.3%

2   WiFi network connectivity 90.0% 77.1%

3   Chair 89.8% 56.9%

4   Computing equipment, mobile (e.g. laptop, tablet) 86.7% 86.0%

5   Remote access to work files or network 74.3% 81.2%

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  41.9%

A dedicated work area 
(but not a separate room) 30.9%

A non-work specific home location 
(such as a dining table) 27.2%

H-Lmi
66.7

H-Lmi
74.4

H-Lmi
78.7

Data as at 31.12.2020

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 last 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.

Productivity 
agreement

82.7%

Q.1 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your current workplace? 

  The design of my workplace is important to me  
  It supports me sharing ideas/knowledge amongst colleagues  
  It enables us to work productively  
  It enables me to work productively  
  It creates an enjoyable environment to work in  
  It contributes to a sense of community at work  
  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? 

  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  
  Learning from others  
  Thinking/creative thinking  
  Private conversations  
  Business confidential discussions  
  Video conferences  
  Collaborating on creative work  
  Larger group meetings or audiences  
  Hosting visitors, clients or customers  
  Individual focused work away from your desk  
  Spreading out paper or materials  
  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?

  Desk  
  Chair  
  Meeting rooms (small)  
  Temperature control  
  Noise levels  
  Natural light  
  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  
  IT Help desk*  
  Toilets/W.C.  
  WiFi network connectivity in the office*  
  Restaurant/canteen  
  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  
  Mail & post room services  
  Computing equipment, fixed (desktop)  
  Hospitality services (e.g. guest reception/services, catering, meeting services)  
  Reception areas  
  Audio-visual equipment  
  Internal signage  
  Shower facilities*  
  Guest/visitor network access  



Provocateur’s Page   |  James Munday

James Munday was one of those scientists. 
He works on the team that calculates the 
UK’s COVID-19 Reproduction number  
(‘R’ number) – a number which signifies 
how quickly the virus is spreading and 
which directs the government’s response. 

With the spotlight firmly centred on 
Munday and his colleagues, we ask about 
the lasting impact this important work has 
on public perception, trend forecasting 
and government policy.

What exactly is epidemiology? 
Epidemiology is the who, what, when and 
where of infectious disease. We try and 
understand the dynamics of transmission, 
who’s being affected and the implications of 
that. We also cross over into health economics 
and look at the economic burden and try to 
assess the impact of that burden. The other 
side of what we do is to look at how we can 
control the virus and what the most effective 
ways to intervene in transmission will be. 

 You have experienced the pandemic  
as a civilian but also as an epidemiologist 
with a unique understanding of the 
situation. What’s that been like?
There’s a scene in the TV programme 
Chernobyl where the main scientist, Valery 
Legasov, is sitting in the bar of the hotel 
that he’s staying in, and a woman identifies 
that he's there because of the fire. She asks: 
“Is there anything to worry about?” He's 
just realised that the entire place has been 
exposed to a huge amount of radiation 
and all of these people's lives have been 
massively cut short. He simply replies:  
“No. Nothing to worry about.” 

It felt like that in January last year when we 
were getting the early data in from Wuhan, 
China, and observing the rate at which the 
virus was being transmitted and the early 
estimates of the case fatality ratio. I’d be 
sitting on a train listening to people talking 
about Coronavirus saying things like: “I’m 
sure it’s nothing to worry about,” and "it’s 
going to blow over.” Meanwhile, I’m working 
on my model that is showing just the 
opposite. It was a really bizarre few weeks.

 As far as I’m aware the  COVID-19 crisis  
has resulted in one of the most public – and 
meaningful – applications of mathematical 
modelling the world has ever seen; it is 
the reason the country locked down. 
What do you think about that?

So, I think it's sort of true. A lot of  
people don’t realise that the work 
of epidemiologists, and academic 
epidemiologists included, is always 
massively impacting policy. Every 
immunisation programme, for example, 
is rolled out based on mathematical 
modelling.  

The difference this time is that it is a really 
acute example of how modelling can impact 
people’s lives. It is interesting how the media 
portrays it, because in reality decisions are 
not made on single papers. Neil Ferguson’s 
Report 9 wasn’t the paper that caused 
lockdown; there was a raft of evidence 
provided by a large number of people  
which went into that decision.

Academic epidemiologists want their  
work to be used to support policy-making.  
It is a very mission-focused field. 

One interesting, yet worrying, 
aspect is that it seems like 
over the last ten months 
academics have become 
accountable, almost 
personally, to the public. 

That is problematic; it could impact the 
advice that scientists give. Scientists need 
to be impartial and completely reply on 
what’s being observed to give advice. 

If you're observing something that is 
going to be unpopular or challenges the 
status quo, and it’s going to be scrutinised 
publicly outside of the scientific, peer-
reviewed process, that can be a daunting 
prospect to publish your findings. It’s an 
interesting dynamic that's emerged, which 
is different from what epidemiologists have 
experienced in the past. 

 It certainly is a new dynamic, 
especially when the results of your 
research have such high stakes. What  
are you working on at the moment?
My team has funding from the Wellcome 
Trust to work on real-time modelling and 
forecasting. Pre- COVID-19 we were working 
on measles, Ebola, and cholera models,  
but then in January 2020 we repurposed  
the whole team to look at  COVID-19. 

JAMES 
MUNDAY  

This issue’s provocateur is James Munday, 
an infectious disease epidemiologist at 
the London School of Hygiene & Tropical 
Medicine. His work on understanding  
how quickly COVID-19 is spreading has 
been in the national spotlight for the  
last 12 months.
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The majority of our work is providing 
estimates of the reproduction (R) number. 
We have a website that estimates the  
R number in every country that has 
sufficient data, from Yemen to Nicaragua. 

Alongside that, I have also been doing  
work on evaluating the implications of 
reopening schools. 

 What are the numbers telling you the 
implications of reopening schools will be?
I have constructed a modelling framework 
which explicitly evaluates transmission 
between schools through households.  
It is a methodology I originally developed 
to look at measles in the Netherlands, 
because they have some vaccine uptake 
issues, and it works to track  COVID-19 
through schools as well. 

So, I have quantified the probability of 
transmission between schools through 
children's interactions. My model is 
showing that keeping secondary schools 
open is more likely to be problematic than 
anything else. The intuition is that when we 
reopened schools last year, there was little 
evidence of transmission so it is probably 
fine, but that is not necessarily the case. 

Public Health England (PHE) conducted 
a big evaluation of transmission within 
schools, before last summer, across the 
UK and there was not much evidence of 
transmission. But it's quite a different 
picture with secondary schools. What I 
found was that just through households,  
if you only send secondary school children 
back, you could eventually infect 2.5 
million households. It is a real potential 
risk in terms of infecting the population. 

 Epidemiologists are very much in the 
spotlight right now. Do you think there 
will be an uptick in people entering your 
field in the next few years?
I certainly hope so. It’s always been 
a challenge to recruit people into 
mathematical epidemiology, or infectious 
disease modelling, as it’s highly quantitative. 
We need people from fields such as 
mathematics or physics or computer science 
that have a quantitative background, which 
is quite competitive, often those graduates 
get snapped up by other industries. It should 
help that our profession is a lot more visible 
than it has ever been. At the very least I hope 
people stop asking me if I’m a skin doctor… 

Even before mandatory masks and working from 
home and an endless cycle of lockdowns there 
was a group of scientists working on advanced 
mathematical techniques trying to determine  
the future. 

https://www.leesmanindex.com
mailto:info@leesmanindex.com
https://www.leesmanindex.com/
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