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“We’ve been brought up in this 
consensus-based culture. This is 
perfectly designed to prevent any 

change from ever happening.” 
L. David Marquet

Late in 1998, US Navy nuclear submarine captain David Marquet 
received a call from his commanding officer. He’d been training 
for twelve months for his dream assignment – the command of 
the USS Olympia, a frontline nuclear powered attack submarine, 
and was weeks away from taking charge. He’d studied every 
equipment configuration, piping diagram, nuclear reactor 
workings, weaponry configuration and knew the career status 
of every officer that would be in his command. His technical 
knowledge of every moving part of the vessel had been his only 
focus. The Olympia had a great crew and an excellent reputation 
in the fleet.1

But the call was to tell him that his command of the Olympia had 
been cancelled. Instead, he would be switched to the USS Santa 
Fe. He was in shock. The Santa Fe was the lowest performing US 
submarine – the boat other submariners joked about. It rarely got 
under way on missions on time, had the worst accident and crew 
retention record and technically was a totally different vessel to 
the Olympia. 

FOREWORD
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The Santa Fe’s crew knew about their reputation. They were 
beaten. They had been repeatedly told they were the worst boat in 
the fleet, and they believed it. 

Marquet’s training had focused him on knowing every technical 
square inch of the Olympia. It would be impossible to assimilate 
that from scratch for Santa Fe in the days available. So, he would 
now be totally reliant on a disenfranchised crew to provide the 
technical details of how this submarine worked. He realised he 
would need to deploy a wholly new leadership style. One based 
on being truly curious about what every crew member was doing 
and how well their equipment worked.

March 2020 has many parallels. You didn’t train for the mission 
that started to become clear. And while your crew may not be 
beaten, every plan you had previously overseen relating to your 
people and properties was upended. 

Eighteen months later, the seas between you and your 
organisation’s new post-pandemic work location strategy remain 
choppy and uncharted, the weather forecast is frustratingly 
shortrange, and your crew have as much experience of the mission 
ahead as you do. You can submerge and stay low until the storm 
subsides, but the periscope offers nothing more than a 16ᵒ view 
of the horizon. Surface for the full 360 ,o and you are exposed, 
out in the open. So, what next? This guide aims to arm you  
with the mission critical tactical information to help you ride 
those waves. 
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“The future is now. The future of 
work means far greater innovation, 

much greater productivity, and a 
focus on employee experience.” 

Tanuj Kapilashrami

The media are telling you your talent is on the verge of leaving in 
droves and your peers are being pilloried in the broadsheets for 
their public statements about the future of work and place at their 
organisation. Meanwhile, your facilities management and real 
estate teams are working better than ever before with your HR leads 
on ‘return to office’ communiques, but are pleading to your finance 
chiefs to spend millions doubling up on replacing office seating and 
monitor screens that went home with staff in March 2020. 

At the same time, global events beyond the pandemic mean you 
are also having to predict how every one of your organisation’s 
manoeuvres will impact society’s wider challenges. How do you 
ensure your organisation is genuinely diverse and inclusive when 
the markets you operate in are not, whilst accelerating all efforts to 
lessen your impact on global climate change in those communities 
and in your supply chain, when your suppliers’ supply chains are 
virtually invisible to you? And how do you guarantee that your 
organisation, forced into a rapid technological pivot in 2020, is 
robustly mitigating the risk of cyber threats and the spread of 
misinformation? It is simply bewildering.

Yet this is no time for micro solutions to  
macro challenges.  

INTRODUCTION

12



15

Whilst the research and insights presented here cannot offer 
solutions to the world’s biggest environmental and societal 
challenges, the actions you take over the coming months 
around your people and your places will have obvious and, 
in some instances, far reaching implications hidden amongst 
them. From the time your employees spend commuting to the 
time they spend heating their homes. We will lay out a series of 
simple steps that will allow you to considerately arrive at what 
is right for you, your leadership team and every one of your 
colleagues. Because those people and place decisions will have 
a direct impact on your diversity and inclusivity objectives and 
the environmental impact of your employees working from 
their thermally inefficient carbon fuelled homes, accessing 
your networks through the same domestic broadband 
routers as their kids who remain well beyond the reach of 
your info-sec awareness training programmes.

Your focus on these issues now is essential if, like almost 
all others trading in the knowledge economy, you have 
traditionally co-located employees in offices so they can be 
together and work together in ‘co-operative communities’, 
focusing, collaborating, problem solving, celebrating, 
entertaining, training, even relaxing in your spaces. 
Because COVID-19 has launched a broadside attack on 
everything you’ve done before. In so doing, it has also wholly 
upended your business’s historic operational and financial 
justifications for workplace. Those models may be in tatters. 
But this is no time to gaffer tape those plans back together.  
It is time for a whole new way of thinking. 



High stakes rocks and the very hardest places
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“The lesson we’ve learnt is that  
in-person time is so valuable we can 

never waste it. So, the idea of getting my 
management team together physically 

and then going through procedural 
stuff or box ticking stuff. I think that 
will be seen as the ultimate offence.”

Bill Winters

If by chance you were ahead of almost all of your peers and had 
experimented with mass home working in 2019 as a localised, 
thoughtfully executed investigation for a small group, or even 
a whole building of employees, the results would have slowly 
permeated the scrutiny of your leadership team for considered 
analysis and a collective agreement then reached on how exactly 
this would benefit your business. But your organisation almost 
certainly didn’t and instead, you were all merely lab rats in 
the global home working ‘experiment’, thrown along in the 
turbulence alongside your employees, shareholders, investors, 
trustees and backers, all of whom were like you, critically 
appraising the impact on them as the situation developed. 

It has given every office worker a totally new perspective on almost 
everything associated with working in offices; from the commute  
to the free coffee, and the camaraderie to a creeping sense of 
the gross inefficiency of much of it. So, if they have not already, 
you should be primed for any one of those internal and external 
stakeholders to start to ask why property was, for quite so long, 
your second largest expenditure item, when at face value the 
‘experiment’ has worked out pretty well for the majority of 
employees and most organisations. 

1. ROCKS AND
 HARD PLACES
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Except you know that the COVID crisis response experiment is 
far from over. Like tectonic plates rasping land masses violently 
against each other, the immediate quakes might be past us, but 
the aftershocks and the tremors can still be felt and volcanic lava 
flows remain hot to the touch. The landscape looks different, 
and the sun is only just coming visible through the ash clouds.

You might reply in defence that your organisation has – for 
years – been pressuring those responsible for your real estate 
to reduce operating costs. Regrettably, in many organisations 
this simply created a race to the bottom for employee workplace 
experience. In those investment-starved spaces, aggressive 
value engineering consistently engineered out the very things to 
which employees attach the greatest added value. These spaces 
have been withering for years.

These are now the spaces employees have no desire whatsoever to 
return to and, for the thousands who endured them, their homes 
have almost certainly proved to be better working environments 
for them. Perversely, their employers could have saved the 
tiresome and punitive slow strangulation of their workplace 
spend and instead saved vast sums ditching them long ago. If 
these organisations start to see noticeable employee engagement 
or productivity output gains with their employees working at 
home, then they should do so with extreme embarrassment.

Yet, there are a group of organisations whose historic user-
centric investments in the workplace did deliver outstanding 
environments, in which employees do relish being. These spaces 
brilliantly supported employees’ work and are, consequently, 
spaces to which employees want to return. These employers have 
a different set of problems, because their teams do want to return 
to these workplaces for a large percentage of their working week  
as soon as it is safe to do so.1
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“Where’s the problem here?” you might think. Despite the 
leaders of these organisations knowing their workplaces do fuel 
productivity, learning, discretionary effort and employee pride, 
they remain under the same commercial pressure as their peers 
and competitors around them who are talking of property slash 
and burn programmes, and reaping the benefit of immediate 
cost savings. Heads of organisations with great workplaces that 
are proven to actively contribute to organisational performance 
have no less a challenge ahead in evaluating whether they 
should do the same, when regardless of whether employees 
want to return, their experience of working remotely has been 
perfectly adequate. Do the intangible business benefits of those 
great workplaces still outweigh the cost benefits of discarding 
some or all of them? 

These questions are on every board agenda. But like you, those 
business leaders also know too well that, having worked remotely 
since March 2020, you have all only overheard what you have been 
diarised to hear. You have been robbed of the visceral, in favour of 
a sanitised, operationally effective, sedentary workstyle. 

That doesn’t feel right. And it doesn’t feel like 
this is what the future should be.

But it’s hard to deny that in many ways it has felt way more 
efficient, and for many it has also felt more productive. The same 
is true for the majority of your employees. Though their roles 
haven’t materially changed, the way they execute them has and, 
with reports claiming productivity and output is as good, if not 
better than it was when employees were in offices, suddenly this 
new sanitised and serendipity-robbed existence can start to look 
(financially) rather attractive.
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Of course, for all the reports of enhanced productivity and output, 
more recently there are newer and longer-running studies that 
question some of those initial gains, some suggesting that the 
tide is turning. But do not be drawn in by multiple recent casual 
references to a study of China's largest travel agency, with 16,000 
employees’ reporting an academically verified 9.2% home-working 
productivity increase. These were contact centre agents and the 
study is entirely pre-pandemic.2

But research conducted in May 2021 by Leesman across a group of 
senior global real estate professionals, all of whom manage office 
accommodation for leading international organisations, revealed 
the true scale of the appetite for change. Of the 102 respondents, 
29% said their organisation intends to “dramatically reduce” their 
real estate footprint and 42% said they intend to make “minor 
reductions”. A mere 6% (of which the majority were technology 
businesses) said they intended to enlarge their portfolio.3

It may not be slash and burn, but the great real 
estate reset is happening.

These plans by tenants to offload millions of square feet of prime 
global real estate could put landlords, developers, investors (and 
therefore regrettably your pension fund) in a perilous position. 
Some claim they should be petrified that their ivory towers are 
about to tumble. But others take a different view. Those tenants 
strategically ditching space will likely offload the legacy space in 
favour of better buildings, where they stand a better chance of 
giving employees a better experience. This will flood the market 
with lower-grade space. Landlords, realising they will have to 
work harder to attract tenants, could well be encouraged to take 
more innovative human-centred approaches to refurbishing or 
redeveloping those sites, adding much needed amenities and 
eventually lifting the general quality of the space available.
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The same landlords are also facing their own pressure on society’s 
big carbon impact challenges. Reports by agents, Colliers, suggest 
one in 10 London offices could become unworkable in two years 
unless landlords invest to bring them up to new environmental 
standards, with 20m square feet of London space currently 
falling short of the minimum energy efficiency standards to be 
introduced in England and Wales in 2023. The UK government is 
also consulting on new standards that mean by 2030, only offices 
with the highest A and B energy efficiency can be leased.4

But your organisation has saved millions in business travel last 
year and could conceptually save billions in property costs over 
the coming years. So, whether or not you are set to dramatically 
reduce your real estate footprint, you should absolutely be 
aggressively reappraising your need for corporate offices and 
considering the option for a lean, dramatically pared down real 
estate model. 

But in chasing the savings, don’t think you won’t have to invest 
in the spaces you keep or the newer spaces you acquire. Your 
employees have changed the way they work by themselves 
and together and their expectations of your workplaces will 
also have changed. Some spaces will need heavy investment to 
retune them to your employees’ new post-pandemic work styles 
and expectations.

The great organisations with great workplaces know their 
workplaces do something more than simply support productivity. 
Being on the right call at the right time is efficient, but what if 
being in the right place at a time not pre-defined unexpectedly 
gets someone dragged into conversation that kicks off a hugely 
beneficial outcome for the organisation? Recognise productivity 
and innovation is just as likely to happen when in the wrong 
place at the wrong time as it is on a tightly structured, brilliantly 
facilitated and efficient web call.

27
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But don’t be distracted by the overhyped talk of serendipitous 
‘water cooler moments’. In the average office, you should expect 
there to be as much destructive gossip and toxic debate happening 
there, as there is the exchange of sparky ideas that trigger your 
next market disrupting solution. Engaged employees gathering 
at the water cooler is great. Actively disengaged employees 
gathering there is not.

These aspects of visibility – of being present to one another – are 
incredibly difficult to measure and almost impossible to predict. 
Like the moment you made small talk with a new recruit who 
suddenly found themself (somewhat petrified) next to you in the 
coffee queue. Or when you popped in the cafe and half-recognised 
a colleague visiting from another region sat alone, and asked 
if they wanted company. These things only happen when co-
workers are in offices. 

It is possible to capture some research insight of the significance 
and role of these activities by asking employees the importance 
they attach to ‘informal social interaction’ or ‘informal unplanned 
meetings’ and then ask how well they feel their spaces support 
them. Leesman’s research consistently shows that the world’s 
best workplaces outperform the average on both topics. Great 
workplaces embrace informality, visibility and connection.5

But there are also work activities that great workplaces actively 
support, around defusing differences of opinion, dispute solving 
and conflict resolution. These are equally important segments 
of the process of work, even if on the periphery of what most 
employees would recognise as a part of being productive. 
These are rarely talked about when discussing the value of a 
workplace. Perhaps in part because fast-moving organisations 
like to portray them as not happening on their patch. But they 
do happen in most organisations, and the great work from home 
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experiment is yet to reveal its impact on these taking place at 
distance, through the sanitised yet very efficient Zoom / Teams / 
Google Meets portals. 

In the office, colleagues involved in a tough or confrontational 
meeting have numerous opportunities for the atmosphere to 
defuse and de-escalate, even in the immediate minutes after, 
collecting together papers and empty coffee cups at the end of a 
session. These moments don’t exist when the end of a discussion 
is the end of a call. No walk to the lift or bumping into your 
‘opponent’ in the lunch queue. No ‘to hell with it, let’s grab a beer 
after work and work this through’ moments. Instead, we risk the 
aftermath playing out through the meeting portal chat function, 
and only with those who sided with you in the meeting. 

So, for as long as a clear and transferable business measure of 
productivity remains frustratingly elusive, so too will making 
the business case for better workplace based purely on enhanced 
performance or outputs. If all the research on the topic shows 
unequivocally that employees who have a great workplace 
experience are prouder and more productive, why not simply 
commit now to build back better? 



Everything looks like a nail to a hammer 



3535

You have an opportunity to wholly reinvent the relationship your 
teams have with your corporate spaces. The chaos and uncertainty 
of the last 18 months is something you are all desperate to put 
behind you, so, as a senior leader, you might be searching for 
a well-structured plan that offers an opportunity for clear 
leadership and accountability. The more clarity and structure that 
plan has, the easier it will be for your senior teams to communicate 
and deliver to its objectives. 

Your inclination is to revert to the tried and tested expertise of 
your teams and their advisors. But as you emerge into a totally 
different work and place landscape, those models might well 
be looking tired, rather than tried. So, you may also need 
to encourage those teams to dramatically change how they 
conceive and deliver the solutions. Perhaps they should talk to 
creative consultants who design museums rather than offices, or 
contractors more used to servicing hotels or shopping malls – all 
spaces that have to work hard to attract custom.

You may personally need to encourage and 
sanction this seemingly untidy approach.

2. TIRED AND 
 TESTED
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“We will communicate,  
we will co-create, we will run a  
few experiments and we will  
design the future together.” 

Tanuj Kapilashrami



Counterintuitively, children who run loose playing on wasteland 
have fewer accidents than those in nicely designed play parks, 
workers with messy inboxes get more done than those who 
apply rigid rules and structures to inbound mail, and carefully 
scripted speeches, by design, always fail to read the audience in 
the room. Structure and order don’t always bring the outcomes 
they might imply.

These are the dichotomies Tim Harford OBE explores in his pre-
pandemic book “Messy: How to Be Creative and Resilient in a 
Tidy-Minded World”. His numerous case studies make the case 
for tearing up rule books in favour of a more freeform approach 
to how, when and where we expect things to get done. It is a plea 
to accept the unexpected for the unique opportunities it throws 
at you.1

The impact of COVID-19 went way beyond messy. It caught the 
entire world off guard. But the events of March and April 2020 
taught leadership teams around the world that projects you would 
have allowed years to carefully design and execute with external 
support could, in fact, be mobilised and delivered in weeks with 
your existing internal resource.

It taught every leader and shareholder that you 
can innovate at lightspeed when you need to.

In a study by Deloitte across 3,500 senior leaders, 61% said they are 
now focused on reimagining work rather than merely continuing 
a pre-pandemic model of constantly optimising it.2 So, it’s also 
open season for leaders and their teams to reimagine the role of 
workplace and work. In an older study by Bain & Co, analysing 21 
large scale corporate transformation projects, in every case where 
the changes led to positive benefits for the company, the changes 
happened in two years or less.3  
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In Leesman’s poll of real estate and workplace leaders,  
70% said that they have a plan for the post-pandemic workplace, 
so the reset is underway. Yet only 36% had communicated this 
to employees, and a worrying 29% were still “at the early stages 
of formulating a plan”. The historic models have been exposed 
as largely dysfunctional, yet around two-thirds of employees 
have not been presented any information about what these 
transformational projects might mean for them.4

If you have used business process improvement methodologies 
elsewhere in your business and thought to examine the role of 
corporate workplaces in organisational performance in this way 
now, you will have found a series of simple contradictions in the 
dysfunctional models that have confounded real estate teams 
for decades. More people in less space equals greater efficiency. 
Yes. But those who’ve deployed those programmes aggressively 
know that tightly packed, frugally delivered space generally 
fails on employee experience, where team members feel like 
cogs in machines, not respected co-workers. Costs reduce, but so 
too does pride, productivity and knowledge transfer. Efficiency 
drives of this sort rarely win employee favour and fail to deliver 
on key business outcomes.

In process improvement circles, the story is often cited of a group 
of American auto-industry executives who visited a Japanese 
car maker’s production line and were confused to see a critical 
quality control procedure missing. In the American plant, when 
toward the end of the production line the doors were fitted to 
the car shell, an engineer would use a rubber mallet to adjust 
the hinges to ensure each door fitted perfectly. Troubled by the 
lack of this procedure, the American exec’s asked their Japanese 
counterparts how many vehicles went on to fail QC on the door 
fit… “None” was the reply. “We ensure the door we make on one 
line perfectly fits the shell opening it goes into on this line. Why 
would we need a person with a mallet?” 
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Yet this is what happens in your corporate offices. The design 
of the architecture and interiors is almost always isolated from 
the workflow design that creates the systems and processes that 
employees go through in their daily tasks. And those workflow 
processes are redesigned every time you launch a product or 
find a new market segment. Yet how often does your space 
get redesigned in parallel? And so, pre-pandemic, vast and 
expensive facilities management frontline service providers 
were using metaphoric mallets to make work and place fit. 

Japanese manufacturing’s love of ‘Lean Six-Sigma’ and Kaizen 
is well known. They all seek to change for the better or instil a 
culture of continuous improvement but are too often wrongly 
labelled as dehumanising process. Tim Harford also cites 
Knight and Haslam’s 2010 University of Exeter experiment that 
concluded that overly organised, sterile, characterless ‘lean’ 
offices negatively impacted employee productivity. Instead, 
they found spaces that were ‘enriched’ with orchestrated, 
stage-managed character were better for employees and 
those spaces that were ‘empowered’, where employees were 
involved in personally co-creating their surroundings, delivered 
significantly better operational outcomes. The latter delivered a 
30% improvement in output compared to the sterile ‘lean’ space.5

But creating a lean office isn’t about de-humanising it, it’s about 
aligning it with the processes it is accommodating. Efficiency  
and effectiveness in process design isn’t about driving more 
from less, it’s about removing wasteful steps that had to be 
inserted because the goals were not clearly defined and shared 
by all from the start of the process and throughout the process’s 
development thereafter. 

That said, some 11 years after Knight and Haslam’s experiment, 
millions of employees worldwide were mobilised to create their 
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own highly personalised home-based workplaces. And the results 
have been overwhelmingly good. Employees’ sense of personal 
productivity has increased. In fact, according to employees 
responding to Leesman’s global studies, the average home is 
supporting employees better than the average office. That’s 
good news when appraising your crisis response and business 
resilience, but a shocking indictment of the quality of the 
average office you were paying huge sums to operate prior.6

A note of caution though on reported productivity gains. There is 
much discussion around the perceived productivity gain being 
a result of employees working during the time they might have 
commuted to an office, effectively extending their working day. 
Whether this truly represents an equitable productivity gain is 
highly questionable. 

Productivity is defined as a ratio between the output volume 
and the volume of inputs, so more hours spent delivering more 
output is no improvement at all. Employees gifting you their 
commuting hours is not sustainable and remember their hours 
cost you way more in salaries than does the space you previously 
used to accommodate them. So as the sense of crisis response 
lessens and those employees progressively withdraw those 
commuting hours, expect those outputs to go back to nearer 
where they once were. If employees were suddenly rejoicing at 
halving the time taken to complete twice the work, that would be 
a different story. They are not. 

We also know from previous Leesman research in 2018 across a 
sample of 401,362 employees, that employees’ sense of their own 
productivity is highly influenced by one principal task: how well 
their work environment supports their individual focused work. 
So, when reading reports of enhanced productivity, we must 
also consider that when working alone at home, almost all work 
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feels individual and focused and so employees’ perceptions will 
be altered.7

However, Leesman research also shows home-based employees’ 
sense of community and learning is waning. Their sense of 
connection, both to colleagues and the organisation they work for 
is on the slide. This will undoubtedly impact their development 
and career progression and might mean their career steps look 
more easily achieved switching employer than waiting for your 
learning and development programmes to remember they are 
there, home alone. It is unsurprising then that those employees 
who enjoyed great workplaces are keen to return to their offices. 
Those with poor offices are much keener to stay home. Some are 
living the dream of working from home, while you have others 
sleepwalking through the nightmare of living at work.

Simply, the question now for every leadership team planning 
their exit route from remote-only COVID-19 response mode, is: 
what role will offices play in your future business processes? 
Should you bring employees back as soon as it is safe to do so? 
Or should you develop a new hybrid model where empowered 
employees choose? Or is it instead a centre-ground model where 
you set a minimum number of days you expect to see colleagues 
together in your offices? It really is no more complicated than that. 
Fundamentally you have to decide what importance you attach to 
your corporate place supporting your people. But how? 
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The reality is that since your organisation entered the pandemic 
with a unique set of strengths and susceptibilities, there is no off-
the-shelf blueprint plan for your way out. The exit route to your 
post-pandemic organisational future is going to be designed on 
the fly at a pace that will not feel remotely familiar. But since you 
did OK in March 2020, what’s stopping you approaching this in the 
same way? And, some of the best leaders are realising that it’s OK 
to be honest and open about not having all the answers. Instead, 
they are simply laying out a series of test hypotheses.

In the best cases, these hypotheses are also accommodating 
regional differences from the offset, rather than reverse 
engineering them to fit later. So, accepting that a model that works 
in Chennai might not work in Hong Kong. And the solution that 
works in Hong Kong’s CBD might transpose well to the City of 
London but fall flat in Midtown Manhattan. So what? Ultimately, 
if you are about to reimagine the future work and place model 
for your organisation, you need to reimagine it wherever you find 
differences in employee roles and needs. Vanilla global design 
solutions that are vaguely OK for the masses but fail to recognise 
the specialist or regional differences were part of the prior 
failings and will win you no favour in the future. 

3. WHAT’S IN 
 YOUR DNA?

“Culture has always been really 
critical to us. And some of that comes 

with being really thoughtful about 
who you are, and what’s important 

to you, and not worrying about if it’s 
different than everybody else.” 

Christina Luconi
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Creating your unique blueprint requires a new style of 
communication and engagement. That may mean a more 
transparent, accessible authenticity that acknowledges the shape 
of your workplace programme is not yet there. It carries risk, 
of course, but it will expose you to the scale of the opportunity. 
And frankly, the other option (minor iterative tweaks to the now 
shabby looking edges of mothballed pre-pandemic workplaces 
that COVID-19 has since exposed as deficient) won’t cut it for 
employees who’ve spent their own cash redesigning corners of 
their homes, garages and garden sheds to support their role in your 
organisation. The pressure is on to mirror their effort and personal 
investments and radically reimagine your workplace systems. 

Some workplace practitioners talk excitedly of the hybrid 
working genie being well and truly out of the lamp. But the 
great home working experiment is no pantomime. There were 
no magical wishes granted and delivered in a puff of theatrical 
smoke. This is way more serious. Your actions will have wide 
reaching implications that change family dynamics, cityscapes, 
exercise routines and dog ownership. Whole industries might 
die just as new ones will emerge. 

This has more parallels to global warming 
than it does to Christmas amateur dramatics.  

Despite environmentalists focusing some of the best scientific 
minds in the world on whether it might be possible to re-freeze 
huge areas of polar sea to stem the thawing ice caps and abate 
rising sea levels, it is quite obvious that those sea levels will 
continue to rise dangerously. Those threatened can sit in their 
waterside properties and hope the spring high tides don’t get 
worse, or they can take a more radical approach.
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The Maldives can do very little about being the world's lowest-
lying country, with an average ground-level elevation of just 1.5 
metres (4 ft 11 in) above sea level. So, it has accepted it needs to 
take a different approach to its very limited urban development 
and is now experimenting with the construction of floating 
cities. The Maldivians have a strong relation with the sea, so 
living on water is well aligned with their culture and history. The 
new city, protected by existing sand atolls and master-planned 
in a ‘brain coral’ plan formation, uses sea canals as its main 
infrastructure routes for logistics and gateways, reducing land-
based movements to walking and cycling on natural white sand 
tracks. No cars are allowed, only bicycles and electric, noise-free 
buggies/scooters. Sounds idyllic. Your future workplaces could 
take the same drastic approach.1

Some organisations are well ahead of you. But most are not. They 
are confused and uncertain, nervous of being cast as luddites if 
they say they want employees back, or as reckless if they say they 
intend to dispose of their office footprint altogether. What is right 
for one, will be different for the next, so they will find little help 
gazing at each other and must instead start looking at themselves 
and taking the Maldivian islander’s approach. That space between 
the rock and hard place is one you can stay in for only so long. 

Your exit route will also depend on the attitude you and your 
senior team have around ‘failure’. Is it something you recognise 
as a step in forwarding iterative improvement and development 
– a side product of innovation practices? Or is it something that 
is chastised and scrutinised in forensic depth. ‘Failure’ is a word 
those leading organisations have developed an organisational 
maturity around, learning much from the technology teams 
where fail fast is just how they roll. If it’s wrong, work it out 
quickly, fix the fault. Move on.
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You patently can’t embrace failures in all parts of your 
organisation, but your property teams’ consultants and suppliers 
are bound by tight contracts that allow your smart people in legal 
and procurement to call out failure with punitive intent at the 
first wrong turn. These suppliers consequently have expensive 
insurance policies to protect from those implied or actual 
failures. That needs upending. If your property teams are to find a 
way of driving radical innovation throughout their supply chain, 
then the minimum viable product, rapid prototyping, failing fast 
approach that will be needed to support you through the coming 
months, will need to be embraced. 

Bear in mind though that the mainstream corporate real estate 
supply chain has historically failed to show you exactly how 
workplace directly contributes to business performance and 
competitive advantage and so has, on-route, produced a largely 
unaudited product that in real terms varies very little between  
one client solution and another. You may need different eyes on  
this project.

The big management consultancies do have their eyes on these 
projects. With no ‘off-side’ rule in business, expect them to make 
an opportunistic run for goal and wait for the long pass from 
their colleagues already supporting HR teams. McKinsey has 
just recently moved a step ahead, appointing an ex WeWork VP of 
Enterprise Experience to its New York team as workplace subject 
matter expert. And perhaps rightly so, as fundamentally these are 
organisational re-design projects, not architectural design projects. 
That comes later.

But there are outlier organisations who’ve pushed those supply 
chains and have actively tried to optimise the relationship 
between people and place. These rare examples offer some sense 
of what the future should, or could, hold for you. Learn from 
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them. The pandemic has presented you the chance to explore 
a new hypothesis and to challenge and discover whether place 
means, at an executive level, as much to your organisation as your 
customers, your teams and your technologies.

So here we will set out to arm you with a series of simple but 
critical tests to help inform and unlock those decisions. These will 
map the factors that need your analysis and consideration above 
all others before you can safely plot your work and place course. 
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Do employees get the right to make their own location choices, unguided?



“The formula for trust is 
transparency over time. 
Transparency of what? 

Transparency of how your  
thinking works.”

L. David Marquet
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Motivation theories all share a common starting hypothesis:  
a motivated employee is more productive, and a more productive 
employee is more profitable. Where the common theories 
diverge, is in what triggers those motivations. But if we could 
understand these triggers, there seems little doubt that we could 
better manage the events that elicit those moments and change  
outcomes for the better, both for the individual and consequently 
for the organisation.

Which is why, pre-pandemic, management journals and leading 
theorists were putting leadership teams under increasing 
pressure to entertain the potential motivational benefit of offering 
more employees greater location autonomy.  

The case for the benefits seemed obvious, but hard evidence 
remained elusive. Better work-life balance, yes. Appealing to 
a new talent pool in search of flexibility, yes. Giving return to 
work mothers better work life juggling options, etc. The list 
is undeniably attractive. But off set by the risks to sense of 
community, collective endeavour or knowledge transfer and 
the equation seemed harder for many organisations to balance. 
Bring security and regulatory compliance into play and for many 
organisations, complete employee location autonomy seemed like 
the preserve of the beanbag lounging tech fraternity of the west 
coast of the US.

4. BEARINGS
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But it is no longer their preserve. Your regulated, previously desk-
bound employees have spent the last year writing many of their 
own workplace rules. They didn’t buy beanbags – instead they 
converted spare rooms, attics or under-stair cupboards into micro-
offices. And while business attire retailers went bust and razor 
blade sales halved, the lead time on treadmills, rowing machines, 
puppies and garden office pods stretched to six months. 

This represents a major societal shift. It may not look that 
impactful, but 7% of employees who did not have a space they 
could use for work before the pandemic, have hewn out a new 
designated work space in corners of their homes.1

Yet pre-COVID Leesman data tells us that 50% of employees had 
little to no experience of working from home before the pandemic 
– either because they had no desire to, their organisation didn’t 
want them to, infrastructures did not support them, or regulation 
prevented them. What are you planning for this group when it 
is safe to return them to offices? What if they prefer and want to 
retain their newfound alternative?1

You also entered the pandemic with an entirely individual mix 
of customers, products, solutions and markets, supported by an 
even more individual mix of employees, technologies, properties 
and suppliers. This diversity is your corporate DNA and makes 
you who you are organisationally and so sits at the core of your 
competitive advantage. But it also means that the choices facing 
you today as the threat of the pandemic diminishes, are unique. 
So, your people and place plans should be just as unique.

This regrettably means the spectrum of options available to you 
sits somewhere between seizing the opportunity to dump all your 
expensive corporate workplaces in favour of fully remote home-
based employees and having everyone back into the same offices 
they left behind as soon as it is safe to do so.
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The reality is, and probably more so if you are reading this 
publication, that you are instead working through options to be 
somewhere in from the outer limits of that spectrum. The question 
is merely, where?

You likely want to realise the opportunity to shed ineffective 
and expensive real estate by offering significant numbers of 
your employees a location autonomy not offered to them pre-
pandemic. But you equally want to retain much, if not all, of the 
significantly less measurable benefit those expensive properties 
offered in reinforcing brand values, corporate culture, creativity, 
knowledge transfer and collective endeavour. 

It is what Chester I. Barnard, one of the earliest management 
theorists, observed to be one of the central tenets of organisations: 
they are not simply people machines, but cooperative communities 
working toward shared and common goals. How can you, at the head 
of your business, successfully foster that sense of community if 
your community is never together? Others claim to have done it, so 
why can’t you?2

The 2011 Exeter University study by Haslam and Knight was 
limited to a sample of just 112 participants with 39% describing 
themselves as students or as being retired. So, its applicability 
to the present debate might seem limited. But it did show how 
workers offered the opportunity to co-create their working 
environment got 30% more done than those in the sterile space.3 

The studies were also short. So, there is no reliable evidence to 
show what would happen over time as employees continue their 
spatial enrichment experiments, or to test whether those highly 
beneficial productivity gains would in themselves prove short 
lived. And since the study was limited to small, simulated offices, 
it failed to explore the real-world implication of hundreds of 
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employees sharing a single space where they were all gifted the 
chance to individually create their optimal setting. A recipe for 
operational and aesthetic chaos?

However, Leesman’s ongoing studies across 220,000+ home 
working employees conducted since March 2020 do reveal one 
acute and uncomfortable reality – the average home workspace, 
largely designed, managed and enriched by the employee 
themselves, beyond the reach of your corporate real estate 
team’s design guideline, is supporting employee productivity 
better than the average office. So, the office is exposed. Your 
now seasoned, remote-first employee has a new personal 
benchmark against which to judge your offices – their own 
homes. And they are better and, in some instances, by far.

But does that fact alone permission the employee the right 
to suddenly make their own location choices unguided? And 
if it does, is this the dawning of an entirely ‘me’ oriented 
employee, selfishly focused on their own outputs and their own 
surroundings, insulated from their co-workers? 

Pre-pandemic, beyond the minority group of employers who 
had embraced a porous approach to workplace boundaries, 
location autonomy was still a privilege of rank or role for 
most employees. Almost a century on from Barnard’s 1930s 
assessment of corporate organisations as co-operative 
communities, not machines, that still seems rather aspirational. 
But how can you develop tight communities, where employees 
are trusted with ‘me freedoms’ to self-determine their working 
day, within the constraints of your needs as their employer? Can 
your ‘we boundaries’ coexist with their ‘me freedoms’, or is there 
a risk of them being forever at odds?4 

This tension sits at the heart of the plans you will need to formulate. 
Will you continue to give employees the freedoms you offered on 
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mass last March? Unencumbered by government restrictions, will 
employees want to make decisions based solely on their personal 
preferences or will they recognise that they must also do that in 
the collective interest of their colleagues and you, their employer?

 
This feels like a critical pressure point ahead. 
If the employee has proven they can work 
effectively remotely, why should they concede 
to your first instructions to come back? 

In 2014, the London Underground network shuddered to a halt 
as its staff trade unions successfully balloted members on strike 
action. Their plan was skilfully executed. The strike action 
would be just one day per week for a full 24hr period. This meant 
services would start to wind down on a Tuesday evening, be 
nearly non-existent on a Wednesday and leave trains and staff in 
the wrong place come Thursday morning. 

With many of the tube lines effectively out of action for 48-hours, 
London’s 2 million daily underground passengers had no choice 
but to find an alternate route to and from work. Some found solace 
on the River Thames’ clipper passenger ferries; others hopped on 
to the city’s rental bicycles, while others tried their luck in queues 
for a packed London bus. But many simply walked. Transport 
for London, who manage London’s transport infrastructure, 
responded, publishing a new version of the London Underground 
map showing the above-ground walking time between stations. 
Many commuters were surprised to discover that they could walk 
a two or three station tube ride faster than they had previously 
used the tube to cover. 

A group of economists managed to obtain a dataset of commuter 
patterns before, during, and after the strike. Their initial findings? 

69



70

Those commuters were creatures of habit, generally commuting to 
work along the same route every day. But the tube strike disrupted 
these neat commuter patterns, forcing people to experiment with 
their route. But the key finding of this human behaviour study?  
A small but noticeable group - about one in 20 - stuck with their new 
routes long after the strike action ceased. Forced to experiment, 
they found a preferable alternative.5 

The economists’ 2015 paper, The Benefits of Forced Experimentation, 
highlights how significant disruption can lead to more creative—and 
more efficient—solutions to everyday problems. Your employees 
and your organisation have, over the last 18 months, been forced to 
experiment with how your workforce conducts itself. Left to their 
own / your own devices, how many will return to pre-pandemic 
preferences and how many will stick with the new alternative? 
Will those organisations who return to their original ‘commute’ 
(i.e. their pre-pandemic work culture) be missing out on a more 
efficient and optimal journey?

Probably. But there could also be parts of your organisation where 
19 in 20 will want to stay with their new-found workstyle. There are 
organisations who, in February 2020, didn’t allow some employees 
to even have their personal mobile phone at their desk. Days later 
they were handed a mobile computer and sent home. Trust was 
suddenly endowed where it was not previously placed. You had 
no choice but to pivot. And like you, your employees have endured 
huge uncertainty around those moves. But in general terms 
their willingness to pivot with you last March has shown that 
together you have a resilience and agility beyond your previous 
expectations. Snatching back that trust now as the return to office 
starts to look like a bio-secure option, could be catastrophic.

Those employees’ ability to work so effectively from home has 
surprised many. And brought into question prior beliefs about 
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the risks of not having your team ‘badging’ in and out each day 
to be within managerial arm’s reach. There is no doubt that for 
many managers, this last period has proved harder as they were 
forced to develop a new style of observation and management-
level leadership. Hopefully, with the help of your CHROs, they are 
working those things out.

But, having developed those skills, why revert 
to the pre-pandemic model as soon as it is safe 
to do so? Why not continue as you are now?

Well partly because, as we have already discussed, this 
experiment has far from run its course. Much like the deadly 
virus itself, there are variants that need to be carefully sized up 
and considered. You were extensively ‘office first’ and with little 
warning or planning, switched to ‘remote first’. What of all of the 
options that exist somewhere between these extremities? Well, 
this is where your data-driven decision making now comes in. You 
should apply some mathematics and data analysis to the problem 
in exactly the same way as you would plan an entry into a new 
market or to launch a totally new product. Because it can be used 
to put work location choice under the microscope. 

And this needs to be done quickly to match the pace of lockdown 
restrictions easing, but with careful consideration because the 
potential backlash if you read it wrong could be paralysing. In one 
headline from McKinsey, 29% of the 5,043 employees polled said 
they would look for a new job if their employer reverted to a fully 
on-site work model.6   

In the same study, more than half of respondents report that 
they would like to work from home at least three days a week 
once the pandemic is over. Across geographies, US employees 



7372

are the most interested in having access to remote work, with 
nearly a third saying they would like to work remotely full time. 
But where this and so many comparable studies fall short, 
is understanding the reasons behind those employees’ post-
pandemic location preference.

Your employees are developing strong opinions. 
Are your real estate teams keeping pace?

You will doubtless be sympathetic toward some of the benefits 
of these new freedoms. You may be enjoying a few of them 
yourself. But once again, be wary of some increasingly popular 
generalisations and hypotheses. There is much discussion, but 
little data around location freedom being a welcome support for 
women (and men) with childcare responsibilities. The Leesman 
data shows only marginal differences in preference. Women 
seem to have a stronger preference for splitting the week evenly 
between the office and working elsewhere; 50% of female 
respondents say they would prefer to be back in the office 2-3 
days/week post-COVID, compared to 44% of male respondents. 
Compared to women, men are more likely to either be back full-
time (18% prefer to work in the office 4-5 days/week, compared  
to 13% of women), or to work remotely full-time (39% would like 
to go to the office only 0-1 day/week, compared to 37% of women).
 
So, whether or not there is a risk that female employees miss 
out on career progression, due to a higher likelihood of working 
from home and thus being disconnected from the organisation, 
will take years to verify. But Leesman data does suggests that 
women are more likely, compared to men, to seek an even balance 
between working in the office and remotely, where men are more 
likely, compared to women, to either be back full-time or stay 
fully remote.

In the studies conducted by Leesman since March 2020 for some 
of the world’s most forward-thinking organisations, employees’ 
responses showed three clear and emergent statistical drivers 
behind post-pandemic location preferences. These three key 
variables provide the starting point for the analysis you should 
conduct to start your data-driven approach to your future 
workplace programme, exposing the ‘we boundaries’ you’ll need 
to balance with the ‘me freedoms’. Some are strikingly simple 
– to the extent that many organisations may have missed their 
importance – but they are nonetheless, critical to a robust plan. 
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Leesman’s 11-year research project has allowed organisations to 
appraise exactly how well an employee’s role is supported by the 
surroundings and infrastructure available to them. Its appraisal 
tools are used by organisations globally from governments 
and NGOs to the giants of banking, life science, technology and 
manufacturing, alongside smaller organisations in specialist fields. 

The central Leesman Index database is recognised as the richest 
and most diverse benchmark of its kind and the work of Leesman’s 
Insights & Research unit is renowned for its cutting-edge, often 
disruptive, publishing. Leesman’s long established methodology 
relies on an employee’s perceived sense of whether the workplace 
provided for them supports them in their role. This includes 
critical outcome measures such as whether it “enables them to 
work productively” and numerous organisations have adopted this 
as a proxy of the success of their work and place programmes.

The Leesman research has captured in detail the experience 
employees had in their pre-pandemic corporate workplaces 
and, in direct comparison, the experience employees have had 
working from home since March 2020. Put the two data-sets head-
to-head and you arm yourself with a balanced appraisal of your 
organisation’s work and place future. 

It is predominantly this data that has been used here to explore 
and expose the key success drives of those future programmes. 

5. THE 
 EVIDENCE

“If you are more interested in being 
right than in continuing to live in 
your bubble; if you are willing to 

change your worldview; if you are 
ready for critical thinking to replace 

instinctive reaction; and if you are 
feeling humble, curious, and ready 
to be amazed–then please read on.” 

Hans Rosling
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Look where the bullet holes aren’t, not where they are
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“The thing is, it’s very easy  
to be different, but very  

difficult to be better.” 
Jony Ive

Datapoint 1: The start of your data-driven appraisal process 
might seem uninspiring given the magnitude of the challenge 
and opportunity. But as is so often the case, returning to basics 
is the most important step in data driven journeys. This step will 
almost certainly reveal the richest insight into what exactly your 
workplaces need to support. Simply, do you fully understand 
what your employees need in order to be outstanding in their 
roles? Since it turns out they don’t need CBD workplaces to work 
effectively, why assume you had the rest of the pre-pandemic 
strategy guessed correctly?

To know what they need you must first know 
what they do. So, a deep examination of ‘role’ 
is critical. 

The decade of research by Leesman has shown how the mix of 
different work activities an employee’s role includes, directly drives 
the services, environments and tools they need. 

As with many points in this guide, that might seem blindingly 
obvious. You can’t easily weed a flower bed without a trowel. True. 
But there are other tools that do sort of the same thing. So, what if 
you used a hand fork, or rather than being on your knees you stood 

6. KNOWING 
 YOUR TRIBE
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and used a hoe? Do you go Dutch hoe or push-pull hoe? First define 
the task and then appraise the best tool to most effectively achieve 
the result. Research proves that the more satisfied the employee is 
with the tools they are given, the better supported they feel in the 
individual components of their role.1

Where the environments and services provided by you support 
the specifics of an employee’s role superbly, those employees  
feel proud of their places, report that their personal and 
collective productivity is high, and they enjoy a strong sense of 
community with their colleagues. The value proposition of a 
supportive workplace is clear here. Where the opposite occurs, 
and poorly considered infrastructure impedes or even blocks 
those activities, expect frustration. These poor workplaces 
offer no value and, in many cases, the great work from home 
experiment has proved that organisations could well be better 
off without them, leaving colleagues to work remotely.

Employees’ workdays can be mapped against a series of typical 
work activities. The activities are place agnostic so are typical 
activities that you might see in anyone’s journey through their 
working day, be that in the office, at home, or at just about 
anywhere in between. The number or mix of these activities 
directly changes the number of different infrastructure and 
service ‘tools’ you will need to make available for employees to 
optimally accomplish their role. You can’t expect someone to 
cut the grass with a trowel any more than you would weed flower 
beds with a lawn mower. 

Likewise in the office. Analyse the activities specific to the role 
and design properties, workplace processes, systems and tools 
around them. This is people centric place and process design.

In a research study first published in 2018, Leesman examined the 
role/activity complexity of 401,362 employees. The respondents 
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were spread across 3,107 workplaces, 90 countries and 458 
organisations. The study sought to see whether there were specific 
markers for the drivers of employee sentiment – the parts of an 
employee’s workday that most influenced how they felt about 
their work-life when considering key business outcomes like 
productivity, pride and community.2 

It showed unequivocally that ‘individual focused work,  
desk based’ was the most influential component of an 
employee’s working day on their sense of the overall experience. 
Where respondents reported that it was supported well, they 
were significantly more likely to say their workplace supported 
their personal productivity, their sense of community, their 
sense of pride, etc. than those who could not say focused work 
was supported.

In 2019 an extension to that study taking in 557,959 respondents 
was published that went further, with the research examining the 
influence of role complexity – that is to say the number of different 
activities an employee would consider important to them in 
fulfilling their role. Respondents are presented with 21 different 
work activities to choose from and very simply, the more they 
select as relevant to them in their daily work, the more complex 
their role is shown to be.3

This type of analysis removes any bias associated with thinking 
that the more senior someone is, the more complex their role is – 
a methodology that works equally well for someone in your post 
room as it does for someone in the boardroom.

The standout finding from this second study is that large numbers 
of your employees are likely to have roles that would not be 
deemed complex. This also means that at a basic operational 
level, their spatial, service and infrastructure needs will be less 
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11-15 activities

20% 
of respondents

≤5 activities

23% 
of respondents

16-21 activities

16% 
of respondents

6-10 activities

41% 
of respondents

Individual focused work, desk based

Planned meetings

Telephone conversations

Informal, un-planned meetings

Collaborating on focused work

Relaxing/taking a break

Reading

Audio conferences

Individual routine tasks

Informal social interaction

Thinking/creative thinking

Learning from others

Private conversations

Business confidential discussions

Collaborating on creative work

Hosting visitors, clients or customers

Video conferences

Larger group meetings or audiences

Spreading out paper or materials

Individual focused work away from your desk

Using technical/specialist equipment or materials
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and should therefore be much more easily met. At the opposite 
end of the spectrum, a significantly smaller proportion of your 
team will likely have roles that are highly complex and will have 
spatial and infrastructure needs that are as diverse and complex 
as their roles. And you will certainly struggle to meet all of their 
infrastructure and spatial needs to their absolute satisfaction.

Out of the 21 potential work activities respondents could select as 
important, just over two-thirds selected ten or less. Nearly a quarter 
(23%) selected five or less. A mere 16% of respondents selected 16 or 
more activities as important. So, the vast majority of your employees 
have what are essentially low activity complexity roles that from 
an infrastructure perspective, should be easily supported.

Virtually all of the employees with low role 
complexity, have ‘individual focused work, 
desk based’ key to those roles.

Those employees in the low role complexity group rely on a 
smaller number of activities being supported. It should therefore 
be significantly easier for you to do that, but fail on one alone and 
you have made a major negative incursion in their workday. Those 
with high role complexity might be harder to please overall, but 
one activity poorly supported out of the full 21, and the disruptive 
inconvenience is proportionally less onerous or influential.

This also showed that there are certain work activities that are 
particular to those in the higher role complexity range. Things 
like ‘hosting clients, visitors and customers’, or ‘collaborating on 
creative work’. Infrastructures to support these activities do not 
need to be accessed by most employees but are no less important 
to those who do.
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In more recent analysis of home working experience, this finding 
played out with an interesting outcome. Whilst homes were not 
designed for working, they easily adapted to support those with 
low role complexity. Indeed, in many homes, employees found that 
their ‘individual focused work, desk based’, was better supported 
than it was in the offices they had only just left behind. 

This must surely bring into question, the fitness for purpose of 
contemporary workplace design, where the failure to support an 
activity critical to almost all employees’ sense of a successful day, 
has been starkly exposed, simply by sending them to work from 
home where it has been better supported.

To a large degree, the overriding success of the great home 
working experiment can be put down to this factor: that around 
two thirds of knowledge economy office workers’ roles are 
relatively simple. And so, their homes could quickly adapt to 
support them, even if only temporarily, very well. Those with 
complex roles are smaller in number and while their roles will 
rarely be fully supported working from home, they are also the 
hardest to support in the office.   
 
Leesman’s investigations into role complexity went deeper. 
The study also unearthed a clearly visible audit trail of the key 
infrastructure items needed to support each key activity, or in 
actual fact, the cocktail of infrastructure items needed to support 
groups of activities. So, for example, a successful meeting doesn’t 
just need a meeting room – the room might also need good 
acoustic privacy, an effective booking system, good hospitality 
services, great AV equipment, etc.

The studies undertaken across corporate office and home work 
settings, starkly expose that almost every work activity that 



benefits from acoustic privacy, is better supported at home 
than it is in the office. The failure of workplace design teams 
to acknowledge the destructive impact of poor workplace 
acoustics has been something Leesman and a number of its 
contemporaries have been pointing out for some time. And this is 
a situation that will only get worse as employees start returning 
to their offices with a new video-first communication expectation.

In contrast, the research has also showed that activities that 
benefit from being together, are better supported in great 
workplaces. However, where employees endure average or poor 
workplaces, their experience of many collaborative activities is as 
good at home as it is in their poorly provided corporate setting. 

The evidence is damning but clear. If your workplaces 
perform averagely or below in terms of the overall experience 
they offer employees, you will struggle to have employees 
willingly return under their own steam, simply because they 
can perform the role in which you employ them better from  
the comfort of their own home. Mandating their return will 
create tension. The better your workplaces are, the lower that 
anxiety will be. Pulling them back to poor workplaces and expect 
active disengagement.

But if you are intent at reversing this problem, the same analysis 
could be used in reverse. For example, ‘desk’ could only be 
strongly statistically associated with supporting ‘individual 
focused work, desk based’. Whereas ‘small meeting rooms’ were 
found to support numerous activities. The biggest bang for buck 
was found in ‘variety of different types of workspace’, which 
was statistically associated with 12 out of 21 possible activities. 
Variety, it turns out, is also the spice of work life. 
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In studies by Leesman of the highest performing workplaces 
(those that achieve the prestigious Leesman+ certification), 
‘variety of different types of workspace’ was consistently the 
standout infrastructure item difference between the world’s 
best workspaces and the rest. This is almost certainly associated 
with employees having infrastructure that allows them to 
discover different spaces to support different parts of their 
working day.4 

This group of Leesman+ certified spaces, show exactly how 
outstanding employee experience can be packaged in a single 
building and they consistently out-perform on all key productivity, 
pride and knowledge transfer indicators. Numerous organisations 
are now setting achieving the status as a target.

Yet for home-based employees, their homes, in and of 
themselves, can offer little if any of that variety common in 
those Leesman+ spaces. Therefore, in many ways, although the 
employee has control over their ‘enrichment’, they can start to 
feel sensorily deprived, constrained to a home-based wake, 
work, eat, sleep and repeat cycle. While the progressive lifting 
of social distancing regulations has alleviated some of this 
monotony, it remains difficult for most home-based employees 
to find more than perhaps a couple of different locations in the 
house to use for different work tasks.

But what if employees’ homes are recognised as a component in 
the wider ‘variety’ equation? If you can include them as part of a 
broader landscape of the array of spaces available to employees, 
working in partnership with your offices, then the ‘variety of 
different workspaces’ landscape arguably becomes significantly 
richer as they get to choose between home, your offices, or spaces 
in between.
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What does this tell us about the suitability of employees’ homes 
to support their work? Well, the biggest exposé sits in the data of 
the first study. That research uncovered the level of influence or 
‘effect’ each of the 21 work activities and the 50 infrastructure 
features available for selection had on an employee’s general 
sense of their workplace supporting them in the work they do 
there. The result – their sentiment expression – was statistically 
tracked to how they reported on 10 critical business outcomes, 
including pride, productivity and community.

These linkages were each shown to have a different weight of 
influence over a positive or desired outcome. The strongest 
were labelled ‘sentiment drivers’. A small number of these 
sentiment drivers influenced multiple outcomes. These were 
labelled ‘sentiment super-drivers’. Mess one of these sentiment 
super-drivers up and the workplace will struggle to offer a great 
experience. Nail all 13 super-drivers and success was almost 
guaranteed. The number one driver, and with significantly 
greater influence was ‘individual focused work, desk based’, 
and for the infrastructure items was ‘noise levels’. Homes have 
brilliantly supported both and so when it comes to an employee 
reporting on how well homes support their work, it is statistically 
at least, no surprise employees are happy working there. 
 
Analysing your employees’ roles in this way will also allow you to 
move carefully through the mass of media content, extolling the 
virtues of reinventing your central workplaces as inspirational 
creative hubs where teams will flock in hordes to spark off 
each other for their most imaginative and inventive activities. 
Approach with extreme caution.

Recent analysis by Leesman across a sample of 860,476 employees 
showed that 56% of respondents will select ‘collaborating on 
focused work’ as part of their role and 36% say they ‘collaborate 
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on creative work’. But go further with the granular analysis of  
‘we activities’ and ‘me activities’ and a mere 3% have roles where 
their selected mix of activities would have them categorised as 
highly collaborative.5 

In contrast, 19% have highly individual work profiles. When in 
the office, employees working in more collaborative roles have a 
better experience than those in more individual roles. But from 
home the opposite happens: those in highly individual roles have 
the better experience, while those in highly collaborative roles 
have the least positive. 

The stories promoting the need for your central spaces to first 
and foremost support your creatives and collaborators are not 
wrong, it’s just that almost all fail to understand that need is for 
a significantly smaller number of employees than can justify 
building those spaces for collaborative activities alone. Do not 
artificially inflate or over-rate the importance of collaboration at 
the risk of grossly under supporting the vitally important focused 
work that happens in the time between collaborations.

Very many of those highly collaborative team members have 
individual and concentrative components to their role. If they 
venture back to your office, both activity types will need to be 
supported there.

It could well be that much more focus and subtlety are needed 
in this area when it is such a pivotal argument for or against 
co-locating your employees. Does ‘collaboration’ as a catch-all 
description accurately capture the complexity of every nuance 
around the work one does with others? Although the idea that 
the Inuits had 50 words for snow has been busted as a myth  
(the number is closer to 25), it does feel as though we need to take 
time to consider and more accurately examine how employees 
interact collaboratively. 
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The last aspect of understanding employees’ role complexity at 
a detailed level is to consider how different teams or cohorts in 
your organisation might be configured of different role types. 
Regardless of age, experience or seniority, you might find your 
marketing and communications teams cluster employees with 
more diverse and therefore complex roles. Whereas perhaps 
your information security or fraud prevention experts have more 
intensive and focused roles involving just three or four critical 
work activities. Their spatial and infrastructure needs – and 
therefore their return to office needs – could be widely different as 
a result. These examples might be obvious and extreme opposites, 
but knowing the DNA of all teams will be beneficial.

Armed with this knowledge, you could mathematically quantify 
where each activity would typically be optimally supported across 
the mix of home and office for each segment of your business, to 
see where each person goes when they are gravitationally drawn 
to the best location for each individual activity. If you set out for the 
spaces directly in your control to offer an outstanding experience 
for the things it needs to support (because homes will always 
struggle), and you proactively support employees to create equally 
supportive space at home (at really quite insignificant costs), you 
get the best of both worlds supporting your corporate objectives. 

Well placed (or well sold) stories in the media would also suggest 
you throw into the mix a series of near-home ‘third space’ or flex 
membership serviced offices. Those flex spaces remain hugely 
attractive – they are capital light and have a simple variable 
cost structure. You pay for what you consume when you need it, 
building a property infrastructure with the adaptability much 
like Uber. 

Uber’s revenue collapsed when the pandemic closed cities, yet its 
share price pretty much held its value throughout for one simple 
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reason: Uber brokers time and space in cars it doesn’t own. It is 
nothing more than a travel agent. The minute an Uber vehicle 
isn’t earning fees and therefore profit for Uber, it disappears from 
its virtual asset register and costs Uber virtually nothing. The 
minute it does have a ride, its back on. 

Meanwhile the pandemic inflicted the exact same catastrophic 
revenue interruption on the 103-year old Hertz, yet within 
8-weeks of COVID hitting US soil, it was filing for bankruptcy. 
Some analysts claim it was already a financial walking zombie, 
but it has since emerged from some clever corporate re-financing 
jiggery-pokery and dumped $5 billion of debt and third of its 
600,000 vehicle fleet.

However, near-home suburban flex office providers could certainly 
be a great option for the large number of employees whose homes 
are not best placed to support them there. If those third spaces 
can support focused and concentrative work (and you will need to 
verify your employees have access to quiet and concentrative space 
to support their focused work, not just the buzzy and attractive 
lounge spaces) you could certainly find a win-win for you and the 
employee – and with a dramatically reduced real estate footprint as 
a result. Plus, the annual ‘membership’ cost for an employee to one 
of these spaces is still less that the annual cost to accommodate 
them in one of your offices. 

But will it be like the days before you pre-booked your preferred 
airline seat, and airlines would routinely overbook aircraft, 
leaving those at the end of the check-in queue and latecomers 
frustrated and grounded?

Can the sector assure you that they have enough space in the right 
locations to fulfil yours and your peers needs? With significant 
publicity around major deals signed by the likes of IWG (owners 
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of the Regus and Spaces flex office-as-a-service brands), you 
must start to wonder how many press releases can proudly 
claim yet another corporation-X’s 80,000 staff or corporation-Y’s 
50,000 global employees now have access to 3,000+ global offices, 
before the ‘turn-up on the day’ capacity is exceeded and they 
try and sell you a short-term private space where your teams 
are guaranteed a seat. How many of these short term (typically 
a year) spaces in suburban towns can you stretch to before 
having a central space in your own control suddenly looks 
more attractive? 

But this approach – offering employees multiple locations to 
choose from – is in many ways the premise of activity-based 
working (ABW), where employees have access to a wide range of 
settings. In recent years the acronym has lost some of its cachet as 
it finds itself somewhat ambushed as a convenient label applied 
to almost any workplace change programme that sees employees 
sharing desks where before they were individually assigned. 

Insisting employees who once had a desk they could call their 
own now book one from a reduced total number of desks, does 
not constitute an ABW programme. This sort of sweeping 
generalisation belittles the work of Eric Veldhoen who put the 
phrase into everyday workplace terminology nearly 20 years ago. 
The company that still carries his name, delivers major business 
transformation projects with its founding principles very much 
intact: empower your teams and employees’ mobility with the 
right technology and leadership so they seek the best setting to 
support each of the various things they do in a working day.6

ABW recognises that employees perform different activities in 
their day-to-day work, and for a good number, a single designated 
setting is sub-optimal. Successful projects have proven that 
employees do benefit from a variety of work settings supported 

by the right technology and culture. That culture needs to actively 
promote connection, accountability and trust so that work is 
transformed into something you feel empowered to do, rather 
than simply places you need to be.

On an individual level, ABW should enable each person to 
arrange their work activities in a productive and enjoyable 
way that best suits what they need to do, and who they need 
to do it with. By creating the best conditions for each work 
activity, whether individual focused work, developing ideas 
independently or in groups, collaborating on content or sharing 
knowledge, Activity Based Working aims to give each person 
the freedom of choice to decide how they work to achieve the 
best outcome.

Leesman research conducted in 2017 found that almost all 
the benefits ABW claimed to offer held strong under analysis. 
The research did however show that those benefits were only 
highly beneficial to employees with higher role complexity and 
who adopted a more mobile workstyle. Low role complexity 
employees forced to work in an ABW way, were not easy 
beneficiaries of the strategy.7 

The ongoing challenge for the specialist consultancies 
like Veldhoen + Co, who make totally clear that ABW is an 
organisation’s way of doing things not merely a designer’s way 
of configuring things, is that landmark ABW projects like 
Macquarie Bank in Sydney, Australia or Microsoft in Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands, do look attractively different and therefore 
fascinate the architectural photographers trying to furnish the 
pages of glossy design magazines. Pored over by their architect 
and designer readership, these projects are too often and unfairly 
seen purely as spatial solutions. They are not. And so, the status 
of ABW has been heavily diminished by these journals who 
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unwittingly misrepresent these organisational re-designs as 
something designers can push out with their skills alone. This is 
rarely a recipe for success.

One last cautionary note in this section. In any analysis your 
teams conduct around employee activities and role complexity, 
beware of ‘survivorship bias’, that is the risk of only analysing 
the data you have, rather than assessing why some data doesn’t 
present. Leesman asks employees to state which activities are 
important to them in their work. Across the global sample of 
860,476 respondents, 42% state that ‘learning from others’ is 
important to them. Understanding how your workplace and 
service support that activity is essential. But what of the 58% 
of employees in an organisation who do not think learning is 
important to them?8

Questioning what activities employees do in 
their role, can quickly expose the gap between 
things that you think should be important to 
their work, with the things that they think are. 

The term survivorship bias was derived from work by Hungarian 
mathematician Abraham Wald who fled Nazi forces in Europe 
and ended up in New York. A friend helped to secure a role at 
the Statistical Research Group at Columbia University, where 
his arithmetical skills were deployed on various wartime 
challenges. These included examining detailed data collected by 
the US Army Air Corps on the distribution of damage to aircraft 
returning after missions. The request was to advise which areas 
of damage would most benefit from additional reinforcement to 
minimise bomber losses from enemy fire.9 

Wald’s analysis lead him to point out that the damage so 
diligently recorded on the returning aircraft merely showed 

where it could sustain harm and still limp home. The additional 
defences didn’t need to go where the bullet holes were, they 
needed to go where they weren’t. It was shots to these parts of 
the aircraft which had downed them, rendering them beyond 
the reach of the diligent flight mechanics patching up those that 
made it back.

The same data caution needs to be shown when dealing with 
issues as simple as meeting room usage. It is fine to observe that a 
meeting room ‘designed’ for eight persons is grossly underutilised 
because visual or sensor-based audits reveal a typical use pattern 
of just four people. But if knee-jerk efficiency drives simply divide 
that room in two to create two new ‘right sized’ spaces, you will 
undoubtedly see the smaller rooms utilised by just one or two 
people, not the four the revisions had hoped for. 

Carry through with your ‘right sizing’ of those equally under-
utilised new smaller rooms and soon you’ll have a row of phone 
booths where before you had a perfectly brilliant room in which 
four people were having a great experience. Just because a seat 
or two is empty, it doesn’t mean that it is not contributing to a 
successful outcome. You might well bear sitting shoulder to 
shoulder with someone you don’t know on a crowded commuter 
train, but no one likes doing it with colleagues you do know in 
a meeting room. So you book a room bigger than the one you 
technically need: one that has space to move around, think, 
share ideas. Do not let efficiency drives stampede over simple 
preferred human behaviours.

Also watch for survivorship bias in other areas of employee 
feedback collection. You will almost certainly already have 
buildings identified for exit / disposal, and it might be deemed by 
some rather pointless asking how their role was supported in space 
you do not intend to keep. Quite the opposite. How can you track 
whether their needs for a workspace are better met if you don’t 



100 101

fully understand their roles and the experience they had prior? 
Exclude their opinions and you risk them feeling like they have 
been excluded from co-designing their work and place future and 
that they are at risk of going the same way as the legacy buildings.

In summary then, your first outings in a data-driven work and 
place futures analysis must seek to deeply understand what your 
employees do in their different roles. This will in turn directly 
inform the needs they will have of their homes and of your 
workplaces. It is only from this starting point that you can map 
the optimal mix of spaces needed in your future programme.

Actions:

• Understand the particular activities that comprise each 
employee’s role in your organisation

• Probe which facilities and infrastructures employees  
deem important to fulfil those role requirements

• Consider the role complexity of different groups within  
the organisation

• Identify the colleagues who have activities integral to  
their role that will always be better supported in an office

• Verify how many employees are in highly collaborative  
vs. highly focused/individual roles. 



Understand the nature of the setting
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“If we view the world as simple,  
we are going to expect to understand 

it without the need for testing and 
learning. The narrative fallacy, in 
effect, biases us towards top-down 

rather than bottom-up. We are going 
to trust our hunches, our existing 

knowledge, and the stories that we tell 
ourselves about the problems we face, 
rather than testing our assumptions, 

seeing their flaws, and learning.”  
Matthew Syed

Datapoint 2: The second necessary area of analysis is significantly 
easier, but nonetheless important.

In Leesman’s poll of real estate leaders, 29% said they intended 
to “significantly” reduce their real estate footprints. None went 
further to say they would be “aggressively reducing” but the vast 
majority, 42%, said there would be “minor reductions”. So, for 71% 
of poll respondents the race is certainly on to off-load real estate.1

But to safely and successfully execute any space reduction 
programme to its fullest potential, you will need to understand 
the nature of the setting an employee has available to them at 
home. This might appear patently obvious but is an imperative 
step in delivering a positive overall outcome. If you understand 
in detail an employee’s role and you understand the setting that 
they have available at home, you can accurately appraise the 
opportunities and risks of leaving them working remotely and/or 
of inviting them to return to your offices. 

You will need to know the split between employees who have 
a private and separate workspace at home, those who have a 
designated but not separate space, and those who are regrettably 
without a setting they can designate for work. The larger your 
organisation, the greater the differences you’ll find in the 
proportional split within different teams and geographies. 

7. THE SPACE
 RACE
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Leesman data captured through the pandemic from 221,841 
respondents reveals that 25% are working from a non-specific 
work setting such as a dining table, a dressing table or, worse, 
perched on the sofa.2

This group is typically, though not exclusively, younger employees 
at the start of their career, or those living in expensive cities. 
Regardless of the respondents age, length of service, gender or 
role, the lack of a space they can allocate for their remote work 
is driving a lower overall experience. The more complex these 
employees’ roles, the greater the challenge they will experience in 
working from home.

But it would also appear to diminish other aspects of their 
role, with this group less likely to select ‘video conferencing’ 
as an important work activity. This may be as a direct result 
of the junior nature of some of their roles, but it is also worth 
considering whether this is a result of an unwillingness to have 
colleagues pass judgement on the suitability of their personal 
space via webcam intrusions. 

When asked about their post-pandemic preferences, this group 
are the most likely to indicate a strong willingness to return to 
the corporate office. The other factor this group seem to have 
heightened awareness of are topics around community, connection 
and learning. In each area they report lower satisfaction. 

In contrast, a surprisingly high 44% of employees have a 
dedicated work room or office at home and they indicate most 
activities important to them in their role are well supported. 
When asked about their post-pandemic workplace preferences, 
they are the least likely to indicate a desire to rush back to the 
corporate office. This group tends to cluster longer serving and 
more senior team members. 
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The ‘we boundaries’ issues presented to you here are self-
evident: those with inadequate facilities at home, for whom 
learning and career development will likely be of greater 
importance, will show a strong willingness to return and rightly 
so if they are trying to openly advertise their strengths and 
potential. But they want to be around and advertise their skills 
and expertise to those senior team members who have far less 
inclination or need to return. 

This latter group are privileged. They have the space and 
financial independence to craft a home work setting around 
their very specific needs. They might have a pod at the end of the 
garden or have merely pressed a flat-pack desk into the corner 
of a guest bedroom. But they have their pictures, wall colours, 
radio stations and paraphernalia, and are happy beyond the 
reach of your real estate design guidelines, and your offices with 
motivational corporate statements stuck in big letters to glass 
meeting room walls. This group are happy at home in separate 
spaces, purposefully designated for work.

This group have another unique privilege: they 
can close the door and walk away from work at 
the end of a working day.

This balancing act appeasing both groups is not going to be 
easy but will be pivotal in any hybrid place solution. Ensuring 
all colleagues have access to the space or mix of spaces that 
perfectly supports their working day and have access to the 
colleagues that allow them to grow and develop. But the first step 
to understanding the magnitude of this challenge, is very simply 
to understand the size of each cohort.



Spare a thought also here for the public sector who may have other 
pressures. On one hand, teams back in offices means more money 
spent commuting, lunching, taking after-work exercise classes or 
socialising, injecting much needed revenue to the beleaguered 
hospitality sectors. But governments, charities and NGOs who 
dramatically reduce their operating costs could charm voters and 
donors with eyewatering commitments. Yet another metaphoric 
rock and hard place, but in all likelihood, one where the public 
sector will have to watch as the greatest benefits from the great 
work and place reset are once again reaped by the already wealthy 
private sector.

Public sector HR teams also have a challenge ahead. The UK 
government have been working to deliver manifesto promises 
with a ‘levelling up’ agenda that sees large numbers of central 
government roles moved to the UK regional cities. These 
strategies include hefty relocation allowances for senior civil 
servants in the belief that they need to be visible leaders there 
on site, within the regional operations. But if pandemic remote 
working has taught us anything, it is that those leaders can be 
in the meeting room next door or in their spare bedroom at the 
opposite end of the country. If reality starts to look like they only 
need to be in the office for a day or two a week, why should they 
uproot entire families and friendship groups? 

So, levelling up could also work in reverse, allowing lower grade 
civil servants, historically tied to the expensive cities in which 
their departments and roles were anchored, to move to less 
expensive regional, even rural locations. Public sector bodies 
who are scrutinised in the tabloid press for every penny spent 
could well save millions operating a highly hybrid model and help 
those they employ distribute their earnings to those furthest away 
from central government. 
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However, all organisations whether public or private, must 
recognise that there may be a small number of employees for 
whom, regrettably, home is not a safe or psychologically healthy 
environment for them and that your offices represent a much-
needed refuge. These employees may have a role profile that says 
they could or should be home based and their personal needs 
probably fly below the radar of any staff survey. Managers and 
HR teams need to be trained in how to spot these team members 
for whom your offices can be hugely important sanctuaries and 
where not having easy access to them could magnify their personal 
challenges or risks.

In summary, you need to understand what facilities your 
employees have available to them at home and for those lacking 
a space they can designate for work, consider whether you should 
give them preferential access to corporate spaces or a flex-space 
providers solution. This is the second fundamental driver of your 
post-pandemic workplace needs.

Actions:

• Verify what type of setting each employee has available  
to them at home

• Coach managers to be alert to employees who regardless  
of the physical space at home, it may not be physically or 
psychologically the best space for them to be working from. 
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The journey is as important as the destination
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Datapoint 3: The third focus is on fully understanding how your 
legacy infrastructure performs against your employees’ new 
benchmark – their experience of their own homes.

If you are a business leader who must entertain or travel, you 
will have favourite restaurants, a preferred airline and hotels 
you regularly use. You return to the same restaurants because 
the menu is to your liking, the surroundings are stunning, or the 
staff’s attentiveness is just right. You might choose your airlines 
based more on seat comfort or lounge hospitality. And the hotels 
based on the quietness of rooms, its proximity to the office you 
are there visiting or of the view from the gym. But ultimately, 
you return because of the quality of the experience you receive 
each time. 

So, what are you inviting employees back to when it comes to 
your offices? The third factor that you will need to understand 
is what experience your offices were offering your employees, 
pre-pandemic. 

Across 10,755 employees who recently provided Leesman with 
information on both their office and their home experience 
in direct comparison, there was a clear indication that post-
pandemic location preferences were highly influenced by the 

8.  ASSETS AND
 LIABILITIES
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“The most effective way to do it,  
is to do it.” 
Amelia Earhart
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experience employees had or expected to have in their designated 
corporate space. Those with a great experience were keen to 
return for most of their working week. Whereas those with a poor 
experience of the corporate workplace, were significantly less 
inclined to want to return.1 

It seems like too binary an outcome. And perhaps too obvious to 
warrant page space here, but great workplaces are attractive to 
employees and poor workplaces are not. It really is that simple 
and statistically, hugely influential to how employees will act.

But ‘great’ and ‘poor’ in this context do not relate to what those 
spaces look like, the building’s signature architects or the perceived 
prestige of its address. This is ‘great’ or ‘poor’ in terms of how well 
the space actually supports the employee while working there. 
For those with outstanding workplaces, this means that their 
employees see a strong value to them personally in venturing 
back. These workplaces actively support and contribute to those 
individuals’ roles and to the sense of working as part of a group 
towards common goals. 

There may be small numbers of employees for whom the technical 
nature of their role means your space will always be better than 
theirs, but even employees who spend all day coding, who have a 
supportive technical set up at home, are suggesting that certain 
aspects of scrum meetings are just not the same when conducted 
virtually. When these are key activities in employees’ workdays, 
organisations who have historically invested in developing great 
spaces perfectly designed around these particular activities will 
also find these groups wanting to be back there at least some of 
their working week.

In some parts of your global geography, the motivations for 
employees may also be less to do with the process of working and 
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perhaps be more to do with less easily measured social dynamics. 
The retail and investment banks who built their offshore 
technology hubs in Chennai, Mumbai and Bengaluru understood 
this when they listened to employees and put cricket nets outside 
and 16-seater tables in their canteens. Spaces for teams to bond 
and unwind and laugh. 

These companies understood that brilliant moments away from 
highly analytic and focused desk-based tasks also contribute 
to output, even if they are intangibles in a purist debate around 
productivity. These moments simply don’t happen in the remote 
worker’s day when they are at home alone away from those 
colleagues. On a spreadsheet, there seems little need to have these 
particular employees back in offices when they can work highly 
effectively at home. But only time will tell whether culturally, 
time spent together keeps teams together, with individuals less 
inclined to wonder what roles are on offer on your competitor’s  
job board.

But regardless of role, all employees incur tangible costs 
travelling to offices that since early in 2020, they have not had to 
sustain. One recent study by technology PR consultancy Tyto 
analysed the time and financial costs London-bound commuters 
bear each year travelling into and out of the city. The analysis 
breaks down the time and financial burden of travelling from key 
commuter belt locations in southern England into central London 
on a daily and annualised basis. Per year, the average cost of a 
commute into London came to £5,114.2 

It might be easy for some business leaders (who pre-pandemic 
spent more time in executive departure lounges and sat in 
business class seats than they did stood on noisy stations or 
overcrowded commuter trains) to forget the impact of those 
commuting costs on staff lower down the organisational ranks.
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The Tyto report also highlighted that working from home has 
saved London commuters an average of 23.5 days per year in 
travel time. It is these types of stark insights that are leading 
some modernisers to call for organisations to consider whether 
employees working from home could choose an extended working 
day and work a shorter working week. The four-day working 
week being explored in several countries still seems some way off  
for most, but there is a new space to be explored here when you do 
the maths.

So, the coming months are at risk of bringing the same reaction 
as when a long running ‘buy one get one free’ promotions on your 
favoured grocery items comes to an end. You forget the benefit 
you were gifted during the promotional period and instead feel 
aggrieved at paying a ‘new’ high price – even if it was the price that 
you were paying before.

Those aggrieved commuting employees will look more closely at 
that cost (both time and financial) of returning to their commute 
and start to more closely scrutinise whether there is real value 
to them in incurring it, not in terms of train punctuality or 
over-crowded carriages, but by whether the space and facilities 
offered by you, their employer, at the end of that trip improves 
their working day. Does the space leave them feeling like they 
have received fair value when investing in the costs of getting 
there? Does travelling to that space give them a better chance 
of being outstanding in their role? If no, then why would they 
come? This is perhaps the biggest sticking point for those 
organisations who pre-pandemic did not operate spaces that 
gave employees a great experience. 

When the average home supports the average employee better 
than the average office, why would any employee willingly 
return to a poor office at considerable personal cost, when they 
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have shown they can fulfil their responsibilities perfectly well 
from home? 

In Leesman’s global index of workplace experience across more 
than 5,000 workplaces measured, around a third of those with 
50 employees or more are failing to support the majority of 
activities they are meant to accommodate. Employees will have 
no desire to return to these ‘obstructor’ workplaces. Around 
44% of spaces sit in a middle ground where while they are not 
regularly obstructing employees, neither are they actively 
supporting them. The majority of employees will be indifferent 
toward these ‘enabler’ spaces.3

The remaining 24% of workplaces deliver an excellent or 
outstanding experience where most of the activities they are 
needing to accommodate are superbly supported. These ‘catalyst’ 
spaces are workplaces employees want to return to, and, in many 
cases regardless of their role or accommodation at home, for the 
majority of their working week.

This highlights a critically important step in the curation of your 
future work and place planning. You will need to understand 
not only how well an employee’s role is supported in their own 
home, but also how well it is supported in your existing or future 
workplaces. Mandating employees return to offices that will 
be less supportive than their home setting will result in strong 
resistance, disenfranchisement or ultimately, resignation. Quite 
rightly too. But equally, keeping employees away from great 
workplaces might lead to many of the same frustrations.

Leading organisations are approaching this question in a number 
of different ways. If you believe that being part of an organisation 
means being with and around others, sharing the highs and 
lows of the collective mission, then your responsibility is to build 
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spaces that offer a strong gravitational pull. Build it brilliantly and 
they will come. Several high-profile technology organisations are 
attracting particular interest in plans that loosely speaking have 
said employees are free to work wherever they judge best suits 
them in their role, but that organisationally they are committing to 
make sure their offices will be the most attractive location for them 
to come to. Or like Standard Chartered Bank, who have said that by 
2025 they will offer “twice the experience in half the space”.4 

This is a clever promise that works for investors and employees 
alike. It recognises that if it trusts its staff to make the right 
informed decision in a new hybrid work landscape, it will need 
less space. But it can then financially and operationally commit 
to deliver an outstanding experience for all those who choose or 
need to come to their offices. 

But Standard Chartered Bank, who has invested huge time and 
effort in dialogue with their c.80,000 office-based staff have 
gone one stage further. They have set themselves and their 
supply chain a bold goal where any property in their global 
estate is to be within two Leesman Index (Lmi) points of the 
experience those who might use it have in their own homes. This 
is to say that they are aiming to harmonise the home and office 
experience so that employees are not disadvantaged in choosing 
either location. Property – home or office – should not impede 
any employee’s ability to be the best they can in their role.

The course of action here? Decide if having employees back 
in shared accommodation is right for them and you, and if it is, 
decide if you are willing to invest in spaces that brilliantly support 
them in their roles in order that they willingly flock back. This 
will mean undertaking the careful appraisal of their roles and 
designing hard (buildings) and soft (technology and hospitality / 
welfare, etc.) infrastructure that is superbly tailored to the needs 



of those who are to return. This means not falling prey to the 
musings of many in the design industry who would much prefer 
to design breath-taking collaboration space than operationally 
effective space, where employees can do every-day but important 
things like take impromptu video calls or focus for an hour 
between meetings. 

Statistically, unless you are a ‘creative industries’ business, 
it is highly unlikely your spaces will need to be built purely 
around collaborative work. It is significantly more likely that 
your new spaces need to accommodate a mix of activities from 
the most individual, concentrative and focused to the biggest 
and most collaborative. Leesman’s previous work in this arena 
revealed how those spaces that over-baked their collaboration 
at the expense of focused workspace, fell consistently short in 
employees’ eyes.5  

Also be mindful of what success looks like if you do get this 
brilliantly right. Left to themselves, even great space will still 
have a lower pulling power on Mondays and Fridays than they 
do on Wednesdays and Thursdays. There is an unavoidable 
tendency to want to fractionally extend the weekend by being 
home-based on a Friday and Monday. Yet configuring your new 
corporate space for peak loads mid-week and no-loads at the start 
and end of the week, makes little sense. The same will be true 
for the flex space providers. Even the best executive departure 
lounges are crowded and noisy around the early morning short-
haul departure slots and more relaxed at mid-day, only to then get 
frenetic again in the early evenings. The experience doesn’t feel 
‘executive’ in those peak slots.

So, load balancing will be a huge part of your successful solution. 
If your teams simply enforce desk-booking app-based doctrines 
to enforce use on those low take-up days, they risk them being 
like the middle seat on the budget airline – no one chooses them 
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of their own free will and anyone told to sit there knows they’ve  
got the seat nobody else wants.

And a free margarita pizza slice promo’ on 
Mondays or a fajita on a Friday will only appeal 
for so long.

Redesigning your workplace to offer experience magnetism 
could very well require you to wholly reappraise your 
historic view of the cost of those workplaces, and if they were 
historically poor performing (in terms of the experience they 
offered), those models might need to be radically different and 
be gifted heavy investment. That is not to say they cannot still 
offer dramatic Total Occupancy Cost (TOC) savings, but it is very 
clear that dragging employees back from their highly supportive 
homes to poorly supporting corporate space could be extremely 
destructive. A ‘spend to save’ approach to these cost models will 
be explored shortly.

In summary then, you will require two initiating steps: firstly, you 
need to know how (relatively) your spaces are/were performing for 
employees in order to know the scale of improvement necessary 
to create that magnetic compulsion to return. And secondly, you 
will need to forget the pre-pandemic costs distribution model for 
workplace expenditure and have your teams be open minded to 
looking at them through new lenses.

Actions:

• Verify how satisfied employees are that the existing space  
you have are spaces they feel support them in their roles

• Test these findings by asking how much time they see 
themselves spending there

• Consider systems and initiatives that will load-balance  
the use of your spaces without having to implement punitive 
control measures. 
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There are many employees for whom, in simple costs benefit 
analysis terms, your cost to accommodate them in offices will 
reap significantly more reward than others – and you’re best 
getting those team members into great spaces quickly. 

Conversely, there are some employees for whom the benefits  
of dragging them from their enriched and supportive homes,  
via costly commutes, even to a supportive corporate space, will 
be rather elusive - this doesn’t mean the benefits don’t exist, 
merely that you will have to probe deeply to understand where 
their role and their interaction with colleagues benefits from 
physical proximity. 

And then there are the employees in the middle ground where, 
to be frank, you might have to rely on nothing more than your 
intuition and their better judgement to decide whether their home 
or your offices are beneficial for them and you. In all likelihood, 
the best outcome for this group is to have freedoms to access 
both. These are the employees for whom the quality of space and 
services on offer will be hugely influential. Build great space and 
large numbers will come and benefit from it. Stick with average 
space experience and they will not venture in, missing out on the 
two-way face to face experience they miss at home. This is likely to 
be the largest cohort by numbers.

9.  AT WHAT 
 COST?

“One thing that has not changed in 
globalizing economy is that people 

want to do business with people 
they know, like and trust.” 

Peter Sheahan
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But armed with the data on what it is employees do, and the space 
they have available at home, it is possible to accurately calculate 
the size of each of those groups and from that predict the location 
most likely to support them. Whether you decide to build space to 
drawn them in or keep them away, remains up to you.

The scale of the immediate savings available to you needs little 
promotion and your finance colleagues have almost certainly 
already offered some eye-watering options. But most business 
leaders Leesman is supporting are wanting to understand how 
to optimise both the employee experience and the business 
performance. Almost all see this happening around a model that 
includes large numbers of employees working remotely for more 
time than they were pre-pandemic, along with a reconfigured 
corporate office portfolio that takes on a new mission to brilliantly 
support a new mix of activities for colleagues who make the 
choice to be there.

These leaders acknowledge that the immediate and longer-term 
costs savings must be balanced by some swift and accurately-
considered immediate investments in transforming what passed off 
as acceptable workplaces before COVID, to what will consistently 
be outstanding workplaces for employees to return to, as soon as it 
is bio-safe for them to do so. 

This will not be easy and will not be achieved overnight. The 
real estate and facilities management industry has become 
predisposed to a sort of reverse ‘marginal gains’ strategy, where 
suppliers are rewarded if they progressively trim costs and 
then trim some more. Employees have endured these punitive 
programmes, resigned to the notion that it somehow contributes 
to your organisation staying trim and competitive. But this 
trimming comes at a cultural cost, as it robs the workplace of 
much of the componentry that conveys a sense of the organisation 
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being successful and on top. This must surely ripple through  
to employees’ sense of pride and their role in the mission.

This isn’t about beer on tap on Friday after 
4pm. This is about providing a space that 
employees enjoy being in, that shows you 
value them.

A detailed examination around costs is subject to a subsequent 
study. But we can speculate with a rough, appetite-whetting 
illustrative hypothesis. If your total operating costs for property 
is (at a rather rounded and typical capital city ‘grade-A’ space) 
£100 per square-foot per annum (sq ft p/a), around 65% of this 
cost is probably on contractual rent, rates and landlords service 
charges. In comparison, around 24% will be on ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
facilities management (FM) costs. A 50,000 sq ft space would 
therefore incur an annual operating cost of around £5m.1

If hypothetically you took on the “twice the experience, half the 
space” challenge, then 25,000 sq ft of space but with double the FM 
spend per sq ft would deliver an annual cost of c. £3.2m. A rather 
attractive 36% drop in your operating costs plus a budget with 
space for a Michelin star chef to serve your oat milk lattes.

All joking aside, a change of this simplicity has immense 
implications for your talent attraction, management and 
retention. You could give every employee in your organisation 
who wants to use your corporate space and who has endured the 
budget airline equivalent experience of it prior, the first-class 
travel experience of it in the future. But at a 36% cost saving 
over your previous operating model. But you can also give them 
the equipment they need to perform brilliantly at home and in 
the office. Debates around whether task chairs and widescreen 
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monitors that flew home in March 2020 should now be returned, 
quickly develop perspective. Give them both. Quickly. 

This aspiration doesn’t put projects of this sort beyond the tentacles 
of your procurement team’s desire for market competition. A 
competitive market tender to cost the delivery of outstanding 
experience rather than simply the cheapest compliant experience 
is still highly market forces driven. Why not compare responses to 
“price the best experience you can offer” tender and see how they 
compare? Each tendering party knows that the best experience 
at the best price wins, giving a race to the top and not the all too 
familiar closest-to-the bottom wins. 

If you are flying business class London Heathrow to New York 
JFK there are multiple operators competing on experience and 
price. The experience employees have of your workplaces is easy 
to measure, so why not stop procurement teams building reverse 
incentives where the suppliers are measured by how quickly 
they neutralise a service desk complaint, and instead have them 
rewarded by how many compliments they receive? Upend the 
approach and the rewards structure with it.

And this can still be easily measured. Shift the focus from a cost 
per square foot model to a new standard of cost per unit measure 
of employee experience. If you are appraising your team or their 
suppliers on the traditional metrics, their only route to success is 
to reduce the amount of space or the base cost of it, with no eye on 
the impact on experience. On the new model, the same variables 
are open to creative consideration, but with employee experience 
the forefront KPI. 

But around these conversations, be aware of confusions around 
‘utilisation rates’ and ‘occupancy rates’. They are increasingly both 
offered as an indicator of efficiency as a percentage of daily users 
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using a space against its design capacity. But a tightly planned 
space at say 1 person per 8 square meters of floor area already has 
a higher design load potential ‘utilisation’ than one designed at 1 
person per 15 square meters. The two simply shouldn’t be being 
compared purely based on the number of people turning up.

We will investigate the potential for these cost models with clients 
over the coming months. The bravest will also consider whether 
their capital fit-out costs, which can easily run to the same £100 
per sq ft and are typically amortised over 10 years, should in 
fact be accounted for in much shorter five or even three-year 
windows, removing the sense that what you build out now must 
remain fixed for the next ten years. We are almost certainly 
entering a future where the once-in-10-year capital-intensive 
project is a thing for the history books. A scary prospect for the 
established behemoth institutions mid-way through building 
gleaming monuments to their own grandeur and for designers 
in love with steel and stone, but the case for adaptable and agile 
infrastructures is building quickly. 

A last word on costs. Those employers who’ve surfaced to suggest 
that employees who opt for a remote only existence should receive 
a salary cut should stop to consider the finer movements of the 
employee/employer economic seesaw. Firstly, you are again 
creating a binary bias - a conflict zone based on one side vs. the 
other. How many days per annum represents remote first? Will 
you compensate the employee for the occasional days you might 
need them to return (presuming your rationale for reducing the 
salary is based on the employee not incurring commuting costs). 
If you do, how and based on what mode of travel? 

You have never varied salary based on length or frequency of 
commute. The employee now bears the cost of consuming their 
tea, coffee, toilet roll and on heating and powering their own home; 
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the wear and tear on the spaces the employee uses are beyond 
your responsibility; you can reduce your real estate footprint by 
say 125sq ft and £100 per square foot for every employee who is 
remote first. We could go on... But fundamentally, why would you 
punitively penalise the employee when it is the employer who 
reduces their operating cost when the employee opts to stay remote. 

As discussed, we understand that employees who do return to 
commuting to your spaces will acutely look at the impact of the 
travel costs on their bank balance in a way perhaps they had not 
before. But only if you don’t make that commute worthwhile. Give 
them a great and supportive experience when there, and they 
will consider the cost fair. It also seems somewhat perverse in an 
age where the great work from home experiment has proved that 
we can effectively work remote from one another, and where the 
war for talent will be fiercely fought, that you would reduce the 
remuneration offered based on the location of the talent rather 
than on the talent of the talent. 

Those in the public sector might well find that such legacy 
benefits as the “London weighting” may need careful review. 
There is little doubt that the investigative media would have a field 
day exposing the number of public sector employees receiving 
a London weighted salary while working for a central London 
department, but who were in fact, holed up in a garden office in a 
rural town at the outer extremities of the British Isles. 
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Edges with dots not solid lines, moving together and changing course when it feels right
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You are at dinner with your counterpart in a peer organisation, 
or sat in front of frosty shareholders at a half-year results 
presentation and you are asked a very simple question: if your 
business weathered the pandemic storm for 18 months with few if 
any employees in offices, why do you need offices anyway? 

Given what you now know about remote working, if you were freed 
of all legacy properties and their hangover infrastructures, what 
would you build? This is the existential work and place question 
coming at you some time soon.

Regardless of the size of your business, the pandemic has probably 
meant you had to craft a new leadership style, almost certainly 
centred around increased visibility and communication. So, 
the question could equally come from a journalist, an employee, 
a board non-exec or your next new leadership team hire. But it is 
the question you and your existing leadership team all need to be 
totally aligned around answering. 

You’ve also perhaps had to develop different listening skills. 
You’ve certainly mastered the use of technology tools you hadn’t 
really needed prior. Now ask yourself: how many of your historic 
processes or policies are designed to make life easier for the 
organisation, or to make life better for employees? This is your 

10. WHAT’S YOUR 
 WHY?

“For those who have an open mind 
for new ideas, who seek to create 

long-lasting success and who believe 
that your success requires the aid  
of others, I offer you a challenge. 
From now on, start with Why.”  

Simon Sinek
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chance to change the ones that are purely about the organisation, 
like assuming all employees should be accommodated in offices. 
This is what Captain David Marquet did when he took command 
of the Santa Fe. He was trained to take orders from high command 
and to give orders to those in his command. Yet he created an 
environment which discarded the traditional personality-driven 
leadership style for one that divested control to team members, 
rejecting a ‘leader-follower model’ for one where his submariners 
were wholly responsible for their own actions. Within a year 
he turned the Santa Fe from worst to first in the fleet in most 
measures of performance.

The trust your managers need to invest in 
those in their charge is exactly the same.  

You must also start rebuffing the buzzwords, slogans and 
workplace consultants’ catchphrases permeating much of the 
media and being directed at you from outside and inside your 
organisation. They are all little more than clickbait because this 
isn’t about ‘homing from work’ or ‘work-life resets’ or even ‘hybrid 
working’. This is about building a hybrid culture that forms a 
new social contract with those around you in your business: a 
moral agreement made amongst all those who work in and for 
the organisation you lead, through which a collective purpose 
and mission is realised. This starts with understanding what 
employees do and ensuring they have access to the very best 
infrastructures that enable them to do it. Their trust in you will 
find its foundation in this understanding.

If successful, you can create a new type of corporate culture 
that is more like starlings flocking together in murmuration. 
The edges are not solid lines but dots, with the group moving 
together, changing course as needed or when they feel it’s right 

145



146

as they exchange information inflight. As a fluid dynamic form, 
it is not easily defined. As you lead your organisation into a new 
post-pandemic landscape where nearly every epidemiologist is 
warning that COVID could well be something we have to learn to 
live with, your workplace programme has to change. We could for 
some time yet be living in a world where local COVID infection 
rates and consequential lock-downs feature at the end of news 
programmes, just like freak weather events or pollen and UV 
levels do in weather forecasts now. Is your work and place strategy 
adapted to this landscape?

This means workplace flexibility and agility will become markers 
of corporate resilience. And with the days of one desk per full-
time employee gone forever, your home and corporate workplace 
experience offer will be a marker of your attractiveness to existing 
and prospective employees alike. You must avoid ‘gap instinct’: 
the tendency to imagine that the debate is binary; a fight-off 
between homes and offices. The work location debate is divisory 
because it is being played out as a conflict when it is far from it. 
These are not opposing forces.

This means your post-pandemic work and place strategy may 
have to be less of a blueprint and more of a vague collection of 
the beliefs and behaviours that determine how you and your 
employees interact and handle their relationships with each other 
and the outside world. It will mean your traditional property 
teams will need different skills – more individuals superbly 
skilled in hospitality, but also in event planning, psychology 
and communications, adding a significant layer of new ‘soft’ 
empathetic skills. Yet as buildings become more technologically 
advanced and connected to attract you, packed with responsive 
sensor tech and intelligent infrastructures, those property teams 
will also need data analysts to bolster their existing hard skills. 
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This could almost certainly see you needing new leadership 
roles above those teams. These may have to sit closer to or in your 
people teams. A curator of workplace experience?

Yet in organisational design and corporate identity terms, 
you might also find more things need to be implied rather 
than explicitly itemised and will need to be allowed to ripen 
instinctively over time, influenced by multiple factors from 
your new hires to your customers, markets and ethical actions, 
filtering down eventually to choices you’ll make for your 
technologies and properties and the services offered within 
them. This will be alien to those team members for whom rigid 
guidelines are a thing of comfort.

But fundamentally, this is all about capturing your ‘workplace 
why’: the answer you’ll offer when someone asks: 

“Why do you have workplaces anyway?”  
“Well” you’ll answer.
“It’s very simply because we believe that...”  

Your future strategy should come from there.



All the experience, without the risks, and in a fraction of the space
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Why have corporate workplaces? Your business has weathered 
the	pandemic	with	few	if	any	employees	in	corporate	offices,	so,	
what role did those spaces really play before? Now the media is 
suggesting your talent are days from joining the ‘great resignation’ 
if you don’t modernise, yet they pillory your peers the minute they 
dare to air their thinking on the future of work and place.

So, what’s your position? Orderly return to pre-pandemic normality 
or radically remodel your whole people and place equation?

If you have an appetite for bold plans, this guide aims to equip 
you with a series of simple but critical insights that will test your 
organisation’s ability to ride a wave that could rewrite the social 
contract between employee and place of work. With data insights 
from the largest research project of its kind, we will separate 
property industry rhetoric and conjecture from fact, and show 
how	 you	 could	 achieve	 significant	 cost	 savings,	while	 building	 a	
new employee-centric workplace experience primed to retain 
existing, nurture potential and entice the very best new talent to 
join your mission.
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