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What can we learn 
from co-working?

Melissa Marsh, Founder of workplace consultancy Plastarc Inc in conversation 

Kate Lister	 technology • co-working • shared space

“Co-working offers a petri-dish-view of the future 
of work,” says Melissa Marsh, Founder of Plastarc, an expert 
in Workplace Strategy and a leader in Change Management 
services.

“It’s a unique microcosm that can tell us a lot about what 
happens when individuals are left to decide where and how 
they work.” 

She describes co-working as: “both a spatial and an 
organizational business model where individuals or teams 
come together in ad-hoc or purpose-built spaces rather than - 
or sometimes in addition to - working in traditional offices, in 
home offices, or in third places such as coffee shops, libraries, 
and the like.”

Marsh and Ingrid Erickson, PhD (Assistant Professor, Rutgers 
University), are conducting research [1] to discover:
•	 Why entrepreneurs, freelancers, and corporate 

employees choose co-working over traditional offices.
•	 The impact “4th 

places”, as they are sometimes 
called, have on organizational 
identity, culture and work 
practices.
•	 The role that tenure, 

proximity, motivations and 
organizational-type plays on 
collaboration and cooperation.
•	 What co-working 

portends about the future of the traditional workplace.

The Why of co-working
While Marsh and Erikson’s preliminary research suggests 

that small companies look to co-working as a way to leverage 
precious resources, obtain work, and scale growth; large 
companies are looking to inspire innovation, foster creativity 
and increase agility.  

Their analysis of survey data indicates that co-working 
spaces are attractive because they:
•	 Fulfill social needs, foster learning and provide social 

context for members.
•	 Provide freelance income opportunities for struggling 

entrepreneurs.
•	 Provide respectability, brand expression, and meeting 

place options that enhance client interactions.
•	 Provide an economical solution to social, 

technological, administrative and physical infrastructure 
needs.
•	 Allow individuals and teams to connect in a variety of 

ways: face to face, with digital tools and even through games.
•	 Offer access to a diverse groups of people, new 

networks, and potentially new ideas
•	 Offer a sense of community, something that, for many, 

is far more important than the physical space.

Who are the co-workers?
According to a global survey of co-working spaces, over half of 

co-workers are freelancers, 20% are entrepreneurs who employ 
others, and another 20% are salaried employees of larger firms 
(Foertsch, 2011 [2]). While still a minority, a number of big 
name firms are beginning to experiment with the co-working 

workplace model:
•	 Accenture and a growing 

list of medium and large 
enterprises have contracted 
with LiquidSpace [3] to support 
their workplace mobility both 
internally and externally;
•	 Zappos plans to build a 

community of spaces and turn 
Las Vegas into the co-working 

capital of the world[4]; 
•	 When Plantronics eliminated 500 desks in its 

Northern California office, it offered employees the option of 
co-working rather than working from home or commuting to 
the company’s headquarters;
•	 AT&T is relocating dozens of developers, researchers, 

and technologists to co-working facilities around the US, even 
inviting value chain partners to join them.

How will co-working influence the way we 
work?

Marsh asserts that just as the consumerization of IT ignited a 
firestorm of change in how organizations provision technology, 
co-working is, in a sense the consumerization of the workplace 
In the context of the workplace,  Marsh and her colleague 

...According to a global survey 
of co-working spaces, over half of 
co-workers are freelancers, 20% 
are entrepreneurs who employ 
others, and another 20% are salaried 
employees of larger firms. 



see co-working as a “disruptive innovation”, a term coined 
by Harvard professor Clayton Christensen in his book “The 
Innovator’s Dilemma” (Christensen 1997 [5]). 

Such innovations are often spawned by entrepreneurs 
who are willing to doggedly fight the uphill battle for market 
penetration and profitability. The successful disrupters 
eventually gain exposure, then acceptance, and ultimately 
forever change market expectations. 

“Digital nomads have spoken with their actions,” says 
Marsh. “They choose to work in places that offer caffeine, 
music, anonymous companionship and daylight views. As a 
result, they now expect nothing less from their other working 
environments.”

Similarly,“the consumerization of IT” exponentially 
increased consumer expectations for the digital experience 
and, at the same time, decreased consumer tolerance for 
inferior solutions.

“If I can Facetime my grandparents in Florida using 
my iPhone,” says Marsh, “why should setting up a simple 
conference call be such a challenge at the office?”

The tipping point may be nearing. Venture-funded 
LiquidSpace has attracted mainstream partners including JLL, 
CBRE, Steelcase, Marriott, Hilton and Expedia with its mobile 
and web enterprise solutions and its large network of on-
demand workspaces and meeting spaces. Though first launched 
as a public marketplace of pay-per-use space, it is now also 
being used to manage private workspace and meeting 
space operations. 

CBRE’s new DTLA HQ is using LiquidSpace 
for internal meeting space booking by 
employees and guests. Recent launches 
in Australia and Canada are just 
the beginning of LiquidSpace’s 
international expansion plans.

Whether or not co-working will, 
in the end, disrupt the traditional 
workplace model remains to be seen. 
But one thing is clear. There is much 
that corporate real estate can learn 
from this emerging workplace trend.
It’s time we start thinking outside the 
box.   W&P

Kate Lister
Kate Lister is president of Global Workplace Analytics, a San Diego 
CA-based consulting and research firm which helps organizations and 
communities quantify and communicate the business case for agile and 
health-centered workplace strategies.

e Kate@GlobalWorkplaceAnalytics.com

w http://www.globalworkplaceanalytics.com

Editor’s footnote:
When it comes to co-working 

there is not only a clear 
interchange of ideas with 

those related to conventional 
workplaces, but with those 

associated with a wide array 
of public spaces (and especially 

coffee shops).

i
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...The successful disrupters 
eventually gain exposure, then 
acceptance, and ultimately forever 
change market expectations. 
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An idea whose time 
has come at last

“One can resist a military invasion, but it is impossible to resist the march of 
ideas” ...Victor Hugo, 1877

Ian Ellison	 workplace design • productivity • teamwork

At 3pm on 18 November 2013, Oliver Burkeman, 
prolific Guardian columnist and former Foreign Press 
Association Young Journalist of the Year, published a blog 
entitled “Open-plan offices were devised by Satan in the 
deepest caverns of hell”[1].

The post, liberally peppered with cross-references to other 
damning evidence, was based on a Harvard Business Review 
report [2] summarising a new paper by Kim and de Dear (2013), 
two researchers from the Faculty of Architecture, Design and 
Planning at the University of Sydney, Australia. Their peer-
reviewed paper, published in the Journal of Environmental 
Psychology, reanalysed post-occupancy evaluation data from 
the University of California, Berkeley, numbering almost 43,000 
individual responses from over 300 buildings. 

Kim and de Dear concluded that the claimed communication 
benefits of open-plan workspaces were compromised in a 
number of ways, a premise that has been evidenced time 
and again. By 3:05pm the first response to Burkeman’s blog 
was posted. By 1:33pm on 21 November, 257 comments had 
followed. The overwhelming majority were viscerally negative, 
condemning open-plan workspaces. Many said they spoke from 
personal experience.

Open-plan offices, in various forms, have been around 
since before the industrial revolution. Burkeman’s treatment 
probably doesn’t surprise any of us. We have witnessed and 
debated this topic so many times it sometimes feels like 
Groundhog Day; ‘open-plan’ touches a raw nerve in a far 
broader debate. For me, it has almost becoming an emotive 
distraction. But at the core of this issue lies the basis of what 

we do. We all contribute to the facilities management (FM) 
and corporate real estate (CRE) industry and profession 
responsible for producing working environments on behalf of 
organisations and their users. We claim a wealth of expertise to 
address organisational workspace challenges.

Depending on organisational desire (and perhaps size of bank 
account), through workspace redesign we can variously address 
resource-focused economy and efficiency, outcome-focused 
effectiveness [3], expression [4] and even environmental 
contribution [5], whatever these may indeed contextually prove 
to be.

Changing space and changing culture
For some, our calling card is ‘change your space, change 

your culture’. And yet, despite expansive empirical and 
theoretical consideration, workspace opinions remain divided. 
The efficacy of given workspace solutions remains moot, 
contested through a range of ambivalent academic, practical 
and media perspectives. What is fascinating is the pervasive 
reoccurrence of the same fundamental human concerns about 
the workspace. 

These typically, but not exhaustively, include concerns 
about privacy and confidentiality versus interaction and 
communication, concentration versus distraction, open versus 
closed spatial arrangements, and the interrelationship between 
workspace and status, irrespective of specific profession (Price 
& Fortune, 2008). For any doubt regarding their perennial 
occurrence, Port (1995) documents remarkably similar issues, 
within context, in the mid-19th century British civil service of 
imperial London! [6]

Often it doesn’t seem to matter how much evidence or 
justification we have for the ‘right’ organisational solutions; 
they just don’t land well with the people they affect. Moreover, 
those commissioning new spatial solutions, whilst potentially 
even condemning their existing facilities, may still ‘resist’ our 
wisdom

Everyone’s an expert when it comes to workspace, right? 
Sound familiar? Well actually, maybe in one absolutely 
fundamental respect they are: because everyone is indeed a 
user, a consumer of the organisational environments provided 

...We have witnessed and 
debated this topic so many times it 
sometimes feels like Groundhog Day; 
‘open-plan’ touches a raw nerve in a 
far broader debate. 



for them, and all that they afford during the lived, day-to-day 
experience, for better or for worse. 

I regard this situation like Giddens, who back in 1979 
observed, “no amount of accumulated data will determine 
which of two competing theories will be accepted or 
rejected”(Blaikie, 1993, p.70). Socially constructed, value-laden 
beliefs play a significant role in this perpetual irresolution.This 
suggests that as a profession, we need to be aware of far more 
than perhaps our currently favoured rational, utilitarian, cause-
and-effect perspectives when it comes to workplace design. 
Paradoxically, do we have any awareness of just how much we 
don’t know?

If I am sure of anything, I am sure of this: our working 
environment matters. I have witnessed its importance to the 
mundane, everyday lived-
experience, and when proposed 
changes challenge what people 
currently may have. It matters 
to us as users; it matters to 
the consultant industry that 
has developed to provide 
and manage it; it matters to 
organisations. 

It even matters enough for 
growing mainstream media attention including Channel 
4 documentaries and BBC Radio 4 and World Service 
documentaries. The UK launch of Nikil Saval’s book ‘Cubed:a 
secret history of the workplace’, a self-declared homage to 
C.Wright Mills’ iconoclastic 1951 critical sociological study 
‘White Collar: The American Middle Classes’, coincides with the 
2014 IFMA Workplace Strategy Summit and is reviewed in the 
Scope section of this issue. There is an interesting parallel to 
consider. Saval’s perspective, like other skeptics in and around 
our field, reminds us to step back and appreciate the broader, 
often historical influences which impact upon our current 
endeavours, whether we are aware of them or not:

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it”
(Santayana, 1905, The Life of Reason)

Form follows....what, exactly?
The deceptively pervasive architectural dictum concerning 

form and function has evolved over time. The necessity of pre-

industrial ‘function follows form’ became inevitably, ‘function 
follows precedent’. 

The modernist architects of the early 19th century 
challenged precedent with ‘form follows function’, yet in a CRE 
capitalist ideology, ‘form follows finance’ became dominant 
(Saval, 2014). We are, arguably, now able to reach beyond all of 
these notions in a post-modern context where ‘form follows…’ 
well, what exactly – anything we like? Because here lies 
another paradox; we have the agency to change whatever we 
want… except perhaps everything we have constructed around 
ourselves that now limits us:

“The structural properties of social systems are both the medium and 
outcome of the practices they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p.25)

To wit: form, function, precedent and finance continue 
to constrain and challenge 
our ongoing efforts to move 
our workplaces beyond their 
inherent mediocrity. If only we 
could not only recognise this 
fact, but also what we might do 
about it.

The FM industry is generally 
accepted to be in the region of 
40 years old. There are some 

enduring pioneers at the Summit, whose various books sit on 
many of our shelves. Becker, Duffy, Marmot, Laing, Pullen and 
so on should afford a veritable cornucopia of knowledge and 
experience. And yet, according to Elsbach and Pratt):

“In 1981, Franklin Becker … noted, “The way the physical 
setting is created in organizations has barely been tapped as 
a tangible organizational resource”. Over 25 years later, almost 
the same statement could be made” (Elsbach & Pratt, 2007, p. 
217)

So why, despite all this ‘expertise’, are we in this situation? 
Elsbach and Pratt have organisational behaviour and 
psychology interests in common with our industry, and their 
comprehensive analysis serves as a timely reminder that 
what workspace designs really affect aren’t simply collective 
organisational cultures, but specific, unique, particular people, 
with all the diversity, complexity and often chaos they bring. 

In this context, how can any given design solution 
be anything other than a series of ‘trade-offs’ between 

An idea whose time has come at last
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...here lies the paradox; we have 
the agency to change whatever we 
want… except perhaps everything we 
have constructed around ourselves 
that now limits us. 
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competing functional, symbolic and aesthetic preferences and 
requirements? Which, incidentally, is why open-plan is such a 
distraction!

The recent announcement from the Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development (CIPD) and the British Institute 
of Facilities Management (BIFM) that they will be working 
together to, in the words of BIFM’s CEO Gareth Tancred “share 
their thinking and work together to bridge the gap between 
people and place as we aim to add to the next installment of 
the workplace’s evolution” [7] might be welcome and exciting, 
but in some ways it inadvertently also challenges our collective 
efficacy to date. We can turn to one of FM’s many definitions to 
spot our hallowed holy grail, the intersection of people, process 
and place. It’s always been there. But maybe now though we are 
finally starting to recognize 
and mobilise our agency to 
actually do something about it:

“Ultimately, the practice 
of FM is concerned with 
the delivery of the enabling 
workplace environment – the 
optimum functional space 
that supports the business 
processes and human 
resources … as an enabler in the first instance” (Then, 1999, p. 
469)

It might be the facilities manager’s role to manage space. 
But perhaps it is also our job to protect place too, and for the 
very customers, the users, we claim to serve: “undifferentiated 
space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow 
it with value” (Tuan, 1977, p.6). To paraphrase Tuan, place is 
security, space is freedom (Price & Beard, 2013). I am concerned 
that what we think we know about workspace is dangerously 
incomplete. I am doubly concerned that those who claim 
to know are driving myopic solutions, because we focus on 
physical space per se, and not what it, nor we, symbolise – 
within, through and around it; not how we are emplaced 
within it and bring it to life.

“Social beings are things as definitely as physical things are social”
(George Herbert Mead, 1934)
Organisational workspaces are both socio-spatial catalysts 

and reflections; they represent organisations symbolically. 

As Cairns (2002, p.818) puts it: “the physical and social 
environments contain one another, frame one another and 
influence the development of one another – but they are not as 
one.”

If we can embrace this notion, we might be in a more capable 
position to be able to reimagine not just our workspaces, but 
also our workplaces, with human value and choice at their core, 
ideologically, symbolically, and spatially. Of course this humane 
focus is not a new message:

Herman Miller claim “human-centered problem-solving” 
has been their hallmark since 1930 when Gilbert Rohde, their 
first design director, declared, “The most important thing in 
the room is not the furniture – it’s the people.” [8] So what 
continues to go wrong? Go and speak to anyone who knows 

the history of Herman Miller 
and Robert Propst – ironically 
remembered as ‘the father of 
the cubicle’. Given ‘form follows 
finance’ we can frustratingly 
begin to understand the scale of 
the challenge:

“The Action Office [of the 
1960s] was supposed to be 
invisible and embellished with 

identity and communication artifacts and whatever you 
needed to create individuation. We tried to escape the idea of 
being stylish, which is gone in five years. We wanted this to be 
the vehicle to carry other expressions of identity” (Propst, 1998) 
[9]. 

To conclude, I believe that we can create workplaces that 
celebrate diversity and choice, spaces that we will actively seek 
to be in when we need to, spaces that inspired, even envious 
others will desire to experience and share. But we will not just 
need to be bold, pragmatic, optimistic and imaginative if we 
are to challenge the way things have always been done. We 
will also need to be cunning and savvy about how we intend 
to strategise and manoeuver within an institutionalized 
organizational system structured to resist our innovations.

The world turns, and turns
The world has turned. If we care, as we so readily claim to 

do, about all facets of a sustainable future, we need to develop 

An idea whose time has come at last

...It might be the facilities 
manager’s role to manage space. But 
perhaps it is also our job to protect 
place too, and for the very customers, 
the users, we claim to serve. 
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the agency to be able to do something about it. Our efforts 
need to become a collaborative ‘Gestalt’; more than the sum 
of our existing knowledge and experience. So will the 2014 
IFMA Workplace Strategy Summit be remembered as a critical 
moment in this ongoing endeavour? I sincerely hope so. 2014 
feels like a year of opportunity. It feels like things are falling 
into alignment, and people are starting to look up enquiringly 
beyond the confines of our insular industry. Let’s work hard to 
make the most of it. Ephemeral opportunities like this don’t 
happen often.

“The first revolution is when you change your mind about how you 
look at things, and see there might be another way to look at it that you 
have not been shown. What you see later on is the results of that…”

(Gil Scott-Heron, ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’, live 
performance, 1982)
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The implications of 
cultural and work 
modalities 

Cultural and work modalities present a number of challenges and 
opportunities for real estate professionals

Ziona Strelitz	 workplace design • real estate • architecture

The way workplace is delivered is highly sectoral. 
Developers build. Landlords own buildings. Architects design 
them. Agents / realtors lease the space inside. With a reach that 
is not always acknowledged, furniture manufacturers define 
the conceptual and physical modules that shape internal 
landscapes. Interior designers and / or contractors fit them out.

Change managers tell occupants how to use the space. 
Facilities managers operate it, providing building and corporate 
services. Typically, this constellation of supply chain activities 
arrays in a fairly linear sequence, first to last in the order cited, 
with reference to hard won FM perspectives at the concept and 
programming stages of new projects still too infrequent. IT, 
the other key input to users’ 
actual performance, may 
be integrated, but is often 
obliquely positioned relative 
to this supply cluster.

The object to which all this 
activity pertains is essentially 
a bounded physical space 
– the building or office. It’s 
matched to a headcount – 
static or dynamic. It starts with a budget and formally ends 
with a space and outturn cost. Its delivery is predicated on a set 
of assumptions about design, content and principles of use that 
are largely templated and reinforced by the supply chain in 
conversation with themselves.

The role of representation
Central to the formulation of project propositions is a 

physical outcome that can be photographed, with the resultant 
images used as a shorthand of occupier identity, status and 
ethos. These visuals also serve as valuable currency for the 
suppliers involved to market their wares.

Facilities and amenities: focus on ‘goodies’
A notable strategy in delivering workplaces that capture 

industry attention is the inclusion of distinctive interior 
facilities. These involve both settings for work, and facilities 

such as gyms to promote work-life balance. Indeed, the trend 
to activity-based working encompasses scope for a far wider 
range of treatments than desks and formal meeting rooms ever 
involved. Today’s provision of settings conceived for breakout, 
project work, ideation, etc, play to design for visual impact. 

The support facilities delivered may not always be 
as distinctive as climbing walls, brim pools or running 
tracks, but provisions are intended to be eye-catching and 
commentworthy. The related trend to workplace consolidation 
generates the critical mass on single sites to increase the 
range and quality of non-core business amenities, with the 
rationale for provision ascribed to their relevance in ‘attracting, 

retaining and motivating’ 
employees. 

Whilst the economic downturn 
over recent years has not been 
mirrored by a let-up in the 
war for talent, the evidential 
basis that such workplace 
infrastructure in fact confers 
competitive advantage in 
recruitment, employment and 

productivity is lacking.
Indeed, ZZA’s research identifies notable counter-trends that 

challenge this widely repeated supply chain mantra, pointing 
to new directions in real estate.  

Locationally distributed working
The most recognised counter-trend is agile work across a 

range of locations, instead of, or on a complementary basis 
to, working in a fixed office or workplace. The indication of 
this has been evident for many years in the low utilisation 
rates that many workplace transformation projects have been 
undertaken to mitigate. 

More recent is the increase in alternate settings where 
people work. Whereas low utilisation in offices was initially 
attributed to ‘normal’ operational factors like illness and 
vacation, work at client and customer sites, conferences 
and business travel, plus a degree of telework in the form of 

...the trend to activity-based 
working encompasses scope for a 
far wider range of treatments than 
desks and formal meeting rooms ever 
involved. 
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working from home, distributed working is now unarguably 
a work modality in its own right. This involves a shift in 
emphasis from ‘work where you are when you’re not in the 
office?’ to ‘work is wherever you are that works for you’. For 
some, ‘office’ remains part of the repertoire of places in which 
they work, even if infrequently. However, for increasing 
numbers of people, there is no default office as part of the mix 
of settings in which they work. 

Rise of third place workspace
The notable trend is how much locationally distributed 

work occurs in places other than in people’s homes. ZZA’s 
international study of third place working focuses on people 
working in library, coffee bar, business centre and business 
lounge settings. The meta questions framing this research 
are: why people work in these places, and why – when they are 
technologically equipped and culturally entitled to work where 
they wish, are they not working at home. The data underscores 
two important cultural drivers for third place working: the 
importance of a collective setting for its motivational influence 
on work, and a felt need to ring-fence home as a place for non-
work. These factors account for the title of the report: Why 
Place Still Matters in the Digital Age [1]. 

Since this study reported, there has been a proliferation of 
third places that are marketed as work settings. The growth 
involves a menu of spaces varying in emphasis and business 
model, from the co-work settings like those of Seats2Meet [2] 
and The Impact Hub Network, [3] provider-owned ‘instant 
access’ office space like that of Regus, and bookable and / or 
pay-for-use space in venues 
like business centres, stations, 
and hotels. This evolution has 
heralded opportunties and 
catalysed new businesses, 
including companies like 
LiquidSpace [4] with its virtual 
technology platform to access 
space-for-use in other owners’ 
venues in hundreds of cities. 

Ascendant choice: from real estate to 
service

The growth in pay-for-use third-party workspace represents 
just some of the expanded spectrum of places in which people 
now work in cities and on the move – parks, coffee shops, 
restaurants, civic centres, galleries, transport nodes, trains 
and planes. With technology’s dissolution of the need to be 
in a fixed place to undertake many work activities – research, 
analysis, communication and collaboration - the workplace 
as we have conventionally known it has both shrunk and 
lost its boundedness. This means less workspace in formally 
designated corporate space, and an increase in other venues 
where people work. 

With people’s election of where to work a force for venue 
success, anticipating and providing for user preferences rises 
in importance relative to narratives that speak to and for the 
supply chain. And recognition of (and response to) factors that 

matter to users – efficient and dependable reservation systems, 
room settings prepared as ordered, good coffee and responsive 
service – evolves workplace supply from real estate to service 
business.

Choice and no choice, workplaces endure 
Work realities are diverse, and despite the rise and expansion 

of footloose modalities, work at the same place on most 
working days persists as normative practice. This is obvious 
to every commuter, although a datum that tends to dim for 
workplace specialists focused on the future. For many, many 
people, working somewhere else than at their assigned place of 
work still only occurs by agreed exception if at all – associated 
with a dentist appointment in their neighbourhood, a washing 
machine repair at home, a sick child. This applies not just to 
process work; ZZA’s research identifies this as a norm even 
in organisations like professional services for the significant 
proportion of employees whose work is not undertaken at 
client sites. The much cited Marissa Mayer call on time for 
home-working highlights the relevance of face-to-face co-
presence for organisational glue.

And the enduring pull to the office is not just down to 
management dictat or expectation. Many knowledge-workers 
who are free to work at home choose to work in an office for 
a host of reasons associated with workplaces being social, 
structured environments, and a milieu distinct from home. 
A case in point on this scenario of choice is illustrated by 
someone I interviewed during a workplace change assignment 
for Cisco. 

The employee came to 
Cisco’s Bedfont Lakes every 
day, always working at the 
same desk, despite having no 
team members in the building, 
nor even in the UK. Her direct 
colleagues were based on other 
continents, and she was was 
equally equipped at home with 
the virtual collaboration tools 

she used to communicate with them. But she liked the social 
context of work in the office and expressed this preference in 
her choice. The reality for many people, even if they have great, 
value-adding ideas whilst commuting, in the shower, watching 
movies, or in bed, is that work is still in the workplace. 

More than work
But – and this is a big but – life encompasses more than 

work. We all have other aspects of our days, interests and 
commitments – children, partners, sport, voluntary work, pets, 
shopping, personal admin, friends and parents. These take time 
and energy. So even people who are normally required to work 
in their workplace, as well as those who choose to work in a 
set physical place, need and want to be other places in waking 
hours. And if they live in large metropolitan areas or in the 
catchment of congested towns, journeys to and from work add 
to pressure on their time. ZZA’s research report, Liveable Lives 
[5], draws from research on our workplace strategy assignments 

The implications of cultural and work modalities  

...despite the rise and expansion 
of footloose modalities, work at the 
same place on most working days 
persists as normative practice. 

32 | June 2014 | Work&Place 																									                                          June 2014 | Work&Place | 33



in knowledge-based corporate organisations across TMT and 
Professional Services, to identify factors that pull people to 
workplaces, and pull them away for other requirements. 

Provisions in work settings
A research focus on employees identifies a more granular and 

pluralistic picture of what people want by way of provisions 
at work. ZZA’s workplace research shows that expanding the 
range of workplace settings often tips the balance between 
useful enhancement and redundant complexity. Users don’t 
stop to self-assess where they are on the autonomy and 
interaction axes. 

They operate intuitively, and excessive definition in the 
concept and design of work settings tends to be illegible, if 
not a source of irritation. People show a preference for simple, 
comfortable, classic settings over rocking chairs, cubes and 
cushions. The latter may be photogenic, but they speak to the 
providers’ agenda more than to users’.

Limited interest in amenity at work
ZZA’s research also challenges the provider view of the 

compelling impact of support amenities in the workplace. Our 
studies show repeatedly that employees prioritise to facilities 
in convenient locations. In part this is about pressures on time. 
As a respondent in a current study observes about her lack of 
engagement with the gym in her workplace building: “I’m a 
mom, I have to go home as soon as I finish work.” Other data 
reflects people’s desire for a change of scene. No matter how 
artisanal the sandwiches in the corporate café, that does not 
offer the variety of a High Street, a walk outside, or getting off 
the employer’s turf. In ZZA’s research in workplace buildings 
that are not in easy reach of rich external provision, people 
still value stepping away. An implication for real estate is the 
relevance of shared amenities in multi-let buildings – outside 
the employer’s demise – a break because they’re not defined as 
company terrain.

Challenging big and rich 
A recent suite of studies by ZZA demonstrates the disconnect 

between employee views and the supply chain view on 
the role of amenity in the workplace. A multi-site study of 
workplace transformation in large local public and private 

sector organisations, evidenced dramatic savings through 
space reduction and selective building replacement. Given 
these big wins, the question researched was how less space 
could work operationally. The business leaderships’ assessment 
of outcomes relative to aims was positive, consistent with 
their strategic involvement in driving the change agenda. 
In contrast, the employee base follows; their perspective is 
typically individual more so than corporate. The structured 
post-occupancy evaluations with staff were therefore 
especially instructive.

This research included a study with a building population 
who had been ‘decanted’ from a large, new, Grade A, award-
winning office building, that had been fitted out with a range 
of bells and whistles, including not just the de rigeur restaurant 
and café, but also gym, music room and hairdresser. Seeking 
cost efficiencies, the occupier vacated the building, moving 
employees to a number of existing operational buildings where 
compression in technical equipment had generated available 
space. The ‘receive’ buildings are unarguably basic and prosaic, 
but were fitted out to meet functional requirements. They 
are also smaller, and the workspace element more compact. 
Significantly too, their locational spread enabled employees 
who had come to work at the previous building from a wide 
catchment area, to be allocated to buildings close to where they 
lived.

The verdict? Of course people recognised the differences 
between their previous and current workplaces. It is what they 
perceived and how they assessed the comparative differences 
that challenge established supply side thinking. 

What drives these findings, and their relevance to future 
trends in workplace real estate, is users’ value of smaller 
spatial scale, and its facilitation of workplace community. The 
team esprit associated with face-to-face contact is welcomed, 
compared to their experience in the large flagship building, 
where the social-spatial conditions were likened to ‘rattling 
round in the Marie Celeste’. The smaller building is also 
preferred for its ease of entry and egress, avoiding a demanding 
process to come and go and get some outside air. 

The implications are significant. If functionality is addressed 
and the workplace is fit for purpose, a big building is not 
necessarily best. This research endorses relative simplicity, 
challenging the view that highly imaged buildings of a scale 

The implications of cultural and work modalities
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...even people who are normally 
required to work in their workplace, as 
well as those who choose to work in 
a set physical place, need and want to 
be other places in waking hours. 
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that affords high-end amenities are essential to staff attraction, 
retention and productivity. Users prefer a workplace that 
supports community in practice, rather than big, anonymous 
spaces accommodating teams with little, if any, functional or 
social synergy. 

Realistic provision
With work realities indeed diverse, the preceding assertion 

requires a caveat as a ubiquitous steer to low provision.  Many 
workplace buildings are not located in easy access of external 
amenities. On the contrary, with pressures on budget and to 
‘give more with less’, operations are commonly being moved 
from urban locations to zones of lower land value, where 
retail infrastructure is lacking. Provision of social and support 
facilities in such workplaces is a necessary element of effective 
infrastructure, a requirement highlighted by ZZA’s series of 
user studies in new police stations, where workers’ scope for 
break and refreshment and to undertake personal errands can 
also be limited by long shifts on duty.

Physical space: good design
Notwithstanding the advent of commodified workspace, 

the quality of physical space still matters and will continue 
to matter, both for those with more user choice and less. In 
parallel with a critical re-focus on factors like workplace 
scale, manifold basic elements continue to bear on people’s 
experience.  Air, light, sound, external aspect, user control, 
legibility, vertical circulation, WCs, showers, etc, etc – this is 
the detailed substance that defines fitness for purpose. These 
aspects remain important, not least because of their life cycle 
impact. 

That a high majority of these functional aspects are 
positively endorsed in some of ZZA post occupancy evaluations, 
as in the users’ highly positive assessment of the LSE’s new 
building at 32 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, shows the standards that 
are deliverable. With contemporary knowledge and capability, 
this standard of delivery should be a norm. Real estate may be 
evolving to service, but users still prefer good space. Delivering 
this requires care for the full repertoire of decisions inherent 
in workplace design, rather than disproportionate engagement 
with the more overt, expressive elements of workplace design 
that feed the visual image.  

The implications of cultural and work modalities
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...Users prefer a workplace that 
supports community in practice, 
rather than big, anonymous spaces 
accommodating teams with little, if 
any, functional or social synergy. 
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Bringing together   
the workplace tribes 

Why BIFM’s recently announced collaboration with CIPD is more than forming 
opinions; it’s about bringing together two communities.

James Sutton	 workplace design • facilities management • human resources

The world of work is always changing. We know it. 
You know it. In fact, there are a whole host of people that know 
it, but depending on what side of the professional fence you sit 
on, you might approach it in different ways, looking through 
a different lens or with a specific focus. Or are you already 
bridging the professional gap?

Workplace change and the numerous ramifications of it are 
well documented. In a world that is changing, at frightening 
pace, it is strange to think that many of the ways in which we 
work are so entrenched in 
20th century thinking. We 
need to break away from this 
and outline what the future is 
going to look like and how we 
should adapt. 

Or do we already have the 
answers? This ground is well 
trodden. However, it could be 
time to reassess our thinking 
and the way we approach 
this challenge, ensuring 
it becomes the norm for 
organisations around the 
world. 

We need to constantly 
reflect and challenge our 
thinking on the future of 
the workplace based on the 
changing environment and 
the generations set to be the 
workforce of the future.

As a professional body for 
FM, we knew that we had to 
place specific focus on this area. Our Futures Group, chaired 
by Chris Kane, CEO of Commercial Projects at the BBC (see 
pp19-23), was created to reassess the future of the facilities 
management professional in this evolving world. It will look 
at the blurring of lines between business functions and try to 

understand how FM, along with other professions, can provide 
the organisations they support with a ‘total capability’ view 
that can help achieve organisational objectives. 

The first of these functions that came into focus was another 
key dimension of productivity, other than ‘place’, that has to be 
managed in an organisation; ‘people’.

At our Th!nkFM conference we announced a collaboration 
with CIPD, a professional body for HR and people development. 
We heard from their CEO, Peter Cheese, the first speaker on 

the day, who was clear that 
the working environment is 
a reflection of the corporate 
culture which in turn will 
have a profound impact on the 
performance of an organisation. 
Throughout the day we 
continued to hear about how 
the workplace was intrinsic to 
business success.

Following the announcement 
we have received many positive 
messages but we were also 
reminded of a host of articles 
and reports that have, and are, 
exploring the very things we 
have set out to explore. So why 
bother?

Well, this isn’t solely about 
two professional bodies working 
together to form an opinion. 
It’s about two professions 
collaborating to collate, curate 
and funnel leading edge thinking 

and disseminating it out to the two communities responsible 
for people and place.

So, many of the challenges that both parties are discussing 
are exactly the same, albeit with a slightly different lexicon, 
so it makes perfect sense to align and converge this thinking 

  There have been numerous 
conversations about the evolution of 
the workplace but we wanted to make 
sure that the views of these two vital 
communities of professionals are brought 
together. We want them to share their 
thinking and work together to bridge 
the gap between people and place as we 
aim to add to the next instalment of the 
workplace’s evolution.Working with CIPD 
forms part of our strategy of bringing 
the right people from outside of the FM 
profession to analyse, debate and challenge 
the latest thinking that impacts on the 
world of business, the economy and wider 
society.         

...Gareth Tancred CEO, BIFM
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into a single pool of discussion and 
debate. 

In terms of the work that will 
take place we are looking to bring 
together the leading thinkers, 
from both professions, and the 
workplace in general, and create 
the environment in which we can 
harness their ideas, thoughts and 
suggestions. We will then engage a 
broader community of practitioners 
and ensure that we can make the 
transition from thought leadership, 
through to good practice and finally 
common practice. 

After all, whilst the conversations 
and discussions have been going on 
for some time, we still find ourselves 
in a position where examples of 
synergy between people and place 
are arguably the exception rather 
than the rule. 

By engaging with two 
communities of professionals we are 
issuing a call to action. Let’s have 
the discussion, celebrate and showcase the great examples 
already out there of good practice, outline how it looks going 
forward and then empower practitioners with the knowledge 
and tools to make it a reality in their organisation. It will not be 
overnight but we have outlined our ambition.

And, it doesn’t stop there. We need to engage with the 
procurement professionals, IT professionals, finance, customer 
service and so on. The more the merrier, because it is only when 
we begin to get these tribes talking together, using common 
language, that we will begin to see the benefits. This is about 
systemic change.

In the coming months we have a number of activities 
planned which will have crowdsourcing methodologies at their 

heart. Join us, contribute and be part of the future. Our role 
is to facilitate the debate, work with those at the heart of the 
challenge, to move the conversation along and help understand 
and shape the workplace of the future. 

The ultimate aim is to make a difference, showcase the 
powerful impact those that manage the workplace can make 
through collaboration, building bridges and breaking down 
silos. 

Bringing together the tribes
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  The very nature of work is changing. The unprecedented 
scale and pace of change in the economy and the world of 
work means there is a critical need to ensure the ways we work, 
our workforces and workplace cultures are fit for today, and 
drive performance and growth for the future. Workforces are 
more diverse, with greater flexibility demanded on the part of 
both employers and employees, bringing new challenges and 
opportunities in workforce planning. The physical workplace 
is one of many factors in modern management and work that 
needs to adapt, with business leaders needing to continually 
innovate and challenge conventional wisdom about what drives 
performance and engagement. That’s why we’re pleased to 
be working with our colleagues in the facilities management 
industry to explore the issues, and to find solutions to the 
challenges they bring.         

...Peter Cheese, CEO, CIPD

James Sutton
James Sutton is the Chief Operating Officer at the British Institute of 
Facilities Management.
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The IFMA 
Foundation’s Mars 
City Project 

The Mars City Project run by the IFMA Foundation in conjunction with NASA 
finds an imaginative way to engage the minds of young facilities managers

Diane Coles	  facilities management • careers

Right now only 8 percent of IFMA members are under 35.  
The IFMA Foundation is working to change this.  It’s not just 
the IFMA membership that concerns us, it’s also providing 
educated professionals to enter the FM workforce in the years 
ahead. 

We are working to make FM a career of choice by connecting, 
educating, engaging and investing in: 
•	 High schools
•	 Community colleges 
•	 And undeclared college students
For a long time, the IFMA Foundation has been focused on 

the FM Accredited Degree Program.  The students graduating 
though our accredited degree programs 
enjoy a nearly 100% graduation rate, 
excellent salaries and multiple job offers 
are typical.  But now, we need to focus on 
younger constituents making FM a career 
of choice to fill the student seats in our 
accredited degree programs worldwide. 

One of our exciting new projects is called 
the Global Workplace Workforce Initiative.  
This includes connecting and engaging 
with high school students, teachers, 
counselors and parents.  To do this, we 
are part of a team (along with NASA, the 
National Institute for Building Science and 
Total Learning Institute) to bring an innovative, virtual FM 
program to secondary schools where students can manage a 
facility on the Planet Mars.  Yes! Can you believe it? It’s called 
the Mars City Project, which will bring gamification to schools 
to excite students about the field of FM.   

Students will work closely together in teams, assume 
actual facility management positions, and manage the daily 
operations and projects in the Mars facility.  They will face 
similar issues that most FMs handle on a regular basis except 
that the Mars facility will be inter-galactic.  This makes 
learning fun and more relevant to real world FM experiences 
which will ultimately peak student interest in the profession.  
We will work with high schools that have STEM, STEAM, 

ACE, P-Tech and other similar programs.  You are probably 
wondering what these acronyms mean.  
•	 STEM – Science, Technology, Engineering & Math
•	 STEAM – Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts & 	

`	 Math
•	 ACE – Architecture, Construction, Engineering
•	 P-Tech – Pathways in Technology Early College High 	

	 School
These schools are primed to feed the wide-ranging, diverse 

career pathways in our field, not to mention the FM accredited 
degree program pipeline.  Because FM has so many career 
pathways, along with high numbers of jobs coming available in 

every business sector (jobs that cannot be 
offshored), it’s time to be proactive, tell our 
story and develop our future FMs.  

With this Global Workplace Workforce 
Initiative, we will act as a connector 
between business, government, high 
schools, colleges, universities, economic 
development, and IFMA chapters/councils 
to grow the future FM workforce and 
fill the sizeable gap in FM jobs coming 
available as the baby boomers retire.   

Workforce development is the key 
to the future of our profession and the 
IFMA Foundation is working to provide 

high quality work-based learning opportunities through 
internships, externships, mentorships, scholarships and job 
fairs.  We will offer IFMA educational content to existing STEM-
focused programs and train teachers and guidance counselors 
about FM.   

These new initiatives will require more volunteers and 
financial resources.  If you are interested in helping our youth 
get excited about FM, we ask that you join our 15-500 club.  Help 
us connect, educate, engage and invest in our future.

Learn more at www.ifmafoundation.org or email Diane 
Coles  at dcoles@scanhealthplan.com
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The ongoing work 
of the IFMA 
Foundation 

A range of projects and initiatives developed by the IFMA Foundation 
continue to reshape the world of facilities management

Jeff Tafel	  facilities management • careers

As Diane Colese desribes on the oppposite page, the 
Foundation is currently embarking on a regional Workplace 
Workforce Initiative to develop comprehensive strategies 
for creating an FM ‘pipeline’ of the next generation of FM 
professionals.  This Initiative is aimed at high schools and 
early college undeclared students to further the Foundation’s 
goal of positioning FM as a career of choice.   We’re funding 
new programs right now to make this a reality and will be 
convening educational institutions, businesses, government 
agencies, FM vendors and economic development groups to 
determine specific actions to make FM a career of choice in key 
regions.  Our ongoing programs continue:

ACADEMICS
Our Accredited Degree Program Initiative has created 

degree opportunities for more than 2,000 FM students at 27 
colleges and universities in eight countries, increasing more 
than 150% since 2008.  The Foundation’s FM Accreditation 
Commission standard for FM degrees ensures that colleagues 
and universities are equipping students to meet the demands 
of our rapidly evolving profession.

For the profession to reach the top-of-mind awareness 
necessary for FM to become a career of choice, it is essential 
to increase the number of college graduates with FM degrees.  
A strong accreditation program for degrees in Facility 
Management is key for the profession’s future.

FM STUDENT PROGRAMS
Over the past two years, the  IFMA Foundation has awarded 

more than $300,000 to 75 deserving undergraduate and 
graduate level FM students.  Student awards include both a 
scholarship towards the pursuit of an FM degree and fully 
paid travel and attendance at IFMA’s annual World Workplace 
conference. Since 1991, the Foundation has awarded more 
than $1 million to hundreds of aspiring FM professionals.
We have redesigned our FM e-Poster competition for 2014 to 
have greater reach worldwide and are currently accepting 
applications for the annual International Student of the Year 
competition.

RESEARCH
Work on the Move: Driving Strategy and Change in 

Workplaces was released in 2011 to universal critical acclaim.  
Industry-wide interest led to the 2012 Workplace Strategy 
Summit at Cornell University, gathering FM thought leaders, 
academics, FM professionals and students to examine future 
workplace strategies and trends.  The follow-up Summit in 
conjunction with the University College London is the subject 
of this issue of Work&Place. 

The Foundation recently released Benchmarking for Facility 
Professionals, a free guide to making informed decisions 
on benchmarking.  In addition, the Foundation is presently 
developing the methodology for a longitudinal study of the 
demographics of the FM profession and the anticipated FM 
workforce gap over the coming decade and beyond.

SUPPORT
For more than two decades, hundreds of IFMA members, 

chapters, councils, corporate sponsors, private contributors 
and other people and organizations have generously supported 
the IFMA Foundation, a charitable organization, separate from 
IFMA, which is dedicated to the facility management (FM) 
profession and FM workforce development.  Foundation donors 
view academics, FM workforce development and research as 
critical strategies in enhancing the FM profession – making FM 
a career of choice.  

The IFMA Foundation relies entirely on private support 
to carry out its mission and receives no funding from IFMA 
membership dues.  Through their generosity, IFMA donors 
demonstrate that they care about the future of the FM 
profession and, moreover, all who enter the facilities in their 
care.

All those with an interest in the development of 
facilities management are invited to take part at    
www.ifmafoundation.org
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