Workplace Design Guide

BUILD A MORE
FUNCTIONAL AND
EFFICIENT WORK
ENVIRONMENT
As work itself changes, new types of spaces are needed to meet people’s changing
requirements. This guide will help you to build an office for your employees where
work can be carried out in more flexible and efficient environment.
Every employee, unit and organization has its unique
needs and requirements, which must be supported
by the space in the best possible way. Changes should
be considered through people and the organization,
always keeping in mind the diversity of methods and
current trends. This is the only way to achieve the main
objective of making changes in the work environment:
satisfied employees.
This guide will explain what activity-based working
(ABW) means and what benefits the staff and the busi-
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ness can expect to achieve by revamping the processes
(Chapter 1). It also offers a brief overview of the issues
to consider in the design and implementation of changes to the office layout (Chapter 2). We have included
a ten-point checklist in this guide that will help you to
carry out the changes in the work environment successfully (Chapter 3). A well-planned change process in
the office can considerably increase efficiency, innovation and productivity.

Introduction – workspaces for people
People are in the core of any changes in the work environment. A great office is place where everyone
can get their jobs done even if their needs and working patterns differ significantly. The work environment is much more than just the space and furniture in it. If people’s social, virtual and physical needs
are taken into consideration in the design process, the result will be a work environment where everyone is happy and great results are achieved. Mobile technology offers employees the opportunity to
work where and when they choose. It is in everyone’s interest to let people decide for themselves when
and how they want to work.

1. Activity based working –
the new way to work
WHAT IS ACTIVITY-BASED WORKING?
A work environment that accommodates activity-based
working has spaces for specific tasks, such as for those
requiring concentration, or for meetings and informal
interaction. ABW means that an office environment is
designed to facilitate the different types of functions. It
also refers to how actively employees take advantage
of the existing spaces. An activity-based workplace extends outside the actual premises; it supports working,
say, at home or even at an airport. This is a comprehensive change that affects the company’s culture, processes and methods.
WORK INDIVIDUALLY OR IN GROUPS
Knowledge workers need spaces where they can concentrate, contemplate and talk in peace. Since sitting is
now considered a health hazard, an office should offer
many types of spaces for people to work in. These may
include small offices, standing desks in quiet rooms or
nests of couches. Sales staff need acoustically well-designed rooms for making calls, but they also spend a
lot of time on field carrying the required data on their
laptops. Teamwork requires different spaces for casual
and business meetings so spaces with standing desks
and bistros as well as traditional meeting rooms should
be available. A carefully planned layout for workstations increases engagement and makes it easier to
share knowledge. The freedom of choice also helps
people to do their jobs faster and more efficiently.
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HOW THE STAFF BENEFITS FROM ABW
Moving around from one workstation to the next boosts
circulation and promotes well-being and concentration.
When we walk around, we meet people and exchange
ideas more easily. A work environment that relies on
employees’ activity lets everyone choose the best space
to do their jobs. Activity-based workspaces allow flexibility; and for employees this means increased job satisfaction, a better work/life balance and reduced sick
leave.
Research shows that three out of four graduates
think that working from nine to five is a thing of the
past. They want their hours to be more flexible, work
spaces more unusual and work environments to be
virtual. In Finland, a well-known example of a work
environment that was changed to accommodate activity-based working is Microsoft’s office in Keilaranta,
where the aim was to increase flexibility instead of efficiency (Projektiuutiset 4/2011). Allowing the employees
to choose their work methods proved to be a success.
HOW ACTIVITY-BASED WORKPLACE BENEFITS THE
BUSINESS
Introducing activity-based working reduces property-related costs since the space is used more cost-efficiently. It is estimated that property-related costs drop by as
much as 30% (FM Magazine November 21, 2012) so it is
safe to say that getting rid of traditional workstations is
profitable in the long run. At the moment many organizations have more than half of their office space empty
or seriously underused. Increasing flexibility and giving
the office a facelift boost an organization’s productivity
and attractiveness as an employer as well as employees’
job satisfaction.
According to an extensive survey by Great Place to
Work (Kauppalehti), there is a distinct correlation between job satisfaction and profitability. The global survey covered 10 million people, and it was discovered
that the companies in the top hundred great places to
work achieve a result that is three times better than
that of the largest listed companies. When implemented
correctly, activity-based workspace clearly improves the
profit margin if the company culture and employee engagement can be steered towards the same direction.
Activity-based working is much more than cushy couches, smoothie makers and remote working. The development project must be part of the company’s overall
strategy.
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2. What kind of spaces do you and your staff need?

Before starting the renovation project, it would be good to think carefully what your
company and the staff really need. Would you like to engage your employees with the
company by offering them a wider variety of workspaces and more flexible remote
working opportunities? Or do you aim to renew your brand and want to update the
office to reflect this? Whatever your starting point, you should keep in mind that
employees’ needs must be assessed on individual bases. In every company there is a
certain number of ‘anchors’ who prefer to stay at their desk, ‘navigators’ who rarely
stay in one place, and ‘connectors’ who need space to develop their ideas. This guide
will help you to determine the type and size of spaces that your staff needs.
WHAT ARE THE MANAGEMENT’S NEEDS AND
OBJECTIVES?
Above all, the management must decide what they
aim to achieve by restructuring the work environment. They need to identify the target state and the
differences between individuals and units. The objectives may include brand renewal, attracting new
employees or engaging existing staff through a more
functional work environment. The reason for changing the set up can also be a merger, a need to recruit
a number of new employees - or to reduce the number of employees - so that revamping the space and
culture is unavoidable. With more efficient workspace
and new ways of working, a company can motivate its
employees and keep up to date. Motivated employees
translate into great internal and external customer relations, which are a prerequisite for a company’s or
organization’s productivity and profitability. Changes
in the work environment may be initiated by questions concerning employee well-being, environmental
responsibility, costs or business operations, or a combination of these.
WHAT KIND OF PROBLEMS CAN YOU EXPECT?
Every organization is different. A particular layout
cannot be copied in another company, as individuals
have different needs. When assessing the required
changes it is essential to identify the problems that
prevent employees from being efficient, committed
and able to improve their performance. These problems may be related to unsuitable or wasted space
and high costs. It may also be something tangible
such as lack of virtual tools, which would allow video
conferencing and cut down the number of days spent
on the road. A wider availability of remote access and
a flexible work environment are often key factors in
employee satisfaction.
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WHAT KIND OF NEEDS DO DIFFERENT TYPES OF
EMPLOYEES HAVE?
When assessing staff requirements, it is important to
determine the size and processes of various units in
relation to the staff as whole. Typically, there are four
types of workers, who all work in their own particular
ways. These four character types can be found in every unit in varying proportions, which means that the
spatial needs of different units may differ considerably. The four character types are:
1. ANCHORS, who can be found in the office every
day. They need a workstation where they can
sit, and a detailed schedule for various activities.
Anchors can be department assistants, help
desk operators, art directors or customer service
representatives, for example.
2. CONNECTORS spend half of their working
hours away from the desk but they are actively
engaged in interaction with other people in the
organization. The need spaces where they can
focus on planning and new ideas. Connectors
can be marketing managers, team leaders, trainers and HR business partners.
3. GATHERERS are in charge of the external relations and they typically work away from the
office. For gatherers, the office is an information
storeroom, where they can focus on tasks that
require concentration and which offers opportunities for interaction. Gatherers are often service
managers, technicians or marketing directors.
4. NAVIGATORS are sales representatives and consultants, who are more like visitors to the office.
They may only spend one day a week in the
office so flexibility is very important to them. The
key people, managing director or the HR manager can also be navigators.
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HOW TO MEASURE THE USE OF THE SPACES?
Measurement of space utilization, surveys, interviews
and workshops can be used for identifying workers’
needs and expectations. It is advisable to draw up a
program for the change project, which can be used for
developing new operational models and spatial solutions. A new office plan will have a huge impact on
the company culture so it is important to involve the
entire personnel in the program right from the start.
The management must think carefully how to commit
employees to the development project and how certain
employees contribute to the program.
The existing spaces should be the starting point for
identifying the various needs. Measure the size of current spaces and find out how they are used. For example, employees should be asked how often they use a
particular meeting room, couch, dining table or quiet
space instead of if they need these spaces. People find
it hard to give up acquired benefits if they do not know
what these will be replaced with.
A space utilization survey of the existing spaces has
two elements which can be measured: empirical (or
emotional), and factual. Empirical assessment can be
carried out by surveys, interviews and workshops. For
example, employees may be asked where they spend
most time sitting, how much time (%) they spend at
their own desk during a working day and what kind of
spaces they use for their various needs. These assessments may be verified by facts collected with various
tools such as sensors installed under desks. This will
confirm if the employees’ views of their use of certain
spaces reflect reality.
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SHOULD YOU MOVE TO NEW PREMISES OR RENOVATE
THE CURRENT OFFICE?
The need to change the work environment is always
instigated by a big change concerning the entire organization. The management must discuss whether the
change requires a move to new premises or whether
the existing premises could be refitted to meet the
new requirements. Although it may be easy to refit
the premises, this may raise some issues such as installation of new technologies, which may turn out to
be more expensive than moving. Servers may require
more space, but new technologies may make old unused archive rooms redundant.
If the reason for the change is a merger, it will be
necessary to move into new premises if there is not
enough space for a large number of employees. The
aim may also be to modernize the office layout by turning office cubicles into an open-plan or multipurpose
areas, in which case the priority should be to assess
whether this change can be made in that particular
building. Renewing a brand by renovating and redecorating the office does not necessarily require moving
to new premises unless the idea is to raise the brand’s
profile by moving the company to a more prestigious
location. When considering moving the offices, it is
once again important to listen to the employees’ ideas
carefully. Is a central location important in view of the
employer image and supply of services? Is it more important to have parking spaces available for employees? Or do you want to attract people who use public
transport or a bicycle?

3. THE 10-POINT CHECKLIST
FOR THE OFFICE LAYOUT
things to consider when designing a new layout

Once you have identified your company’s and your staff’s needs, goals and use of existing spaces,
it is time to take action. This checklist helps you to stick to your plan and you will be able to
create a more functional and efficient work environment that your staff will also appreciate.
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Determine how the space will be used
Three perspectives – social, physical and virtual –
should be taken into account when assessing the spatial needs.
A. SOCIAL:
WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD BE CONSIDERED?
>> Different age groups
>> Different characters – how many? (anchors,
connectors, gatherers and navigators)
>> Different ways to work
>> Interaction – what kind of meetings take place
in the spaces now? Do you want to encourage
interaction?

B. PHYSICAL:
WHAT SHOULD BE TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT IN THE
LAYOUT AND LOCATION?
>> Spaces designed for different needs (quiet space,
open-plan office, meeting rooms)
>> Functionality and comfort
>> Ease of cleaning and maintenance
C. VIRTUAL:
WHAT KIND OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION
TECHNOLOGY DO YOU NEED TO HAVE IN THE SPACE?
>> Remote access
>> Computers and mobile devices
>> Printing and scanning
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Nominate a design team
Select project managers, determine roles and responsibilities and share rules with the staff. Create a design
team that
>> consults staff members to gain a comprehensive
view that can be taken into account in the change
management (e.g. health and safety, functionality
of systems and processes, brand image)
>> understands the staff’s needs: sets up demo
workstations, arranges workshops to handle
particular challenges, interviews, trials and
furniture testing, and collects feedback on these
issues
>> assesses the use of spaces from the emotional
aspect (e.g. questionnaires) and factual aspect (by
observing actual usage with tools such as sensors)
>> carries out assessments by repeated and
continuous monitoring
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Draw up a schedule and select
an office design agency
It all starts with a high-quality design. It is essential to
select a designer who
>> knows what they are doing and understands the
importance of meeting the deadline
>> is able to provide a realistic schedule and is
committed to it
>> knows how long it takes to have furniture and
new technology delivered
>> collaborates with suitable suppliers of furniture
and information technology as well as building
contractors
>> assesses if the change could be carried out
in phases or if the entire project should be
completed at the same time
>> understands the challenges of moving and the
need for temporary offices
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Draw up a communications plan
All employees will be affected by the change in the
work environment, and their commitment to the
change depends on whether they see the new environment as a threat or an opportunity. Communication will encourage staff to work according to the vision; objectives cannot be achieved unless everyone
understands them.
>> Explain the objectives to everyone, and keep
repeating this message
>> Engage management in the plan and make sure
that everyone communicates the same message
>> Agree on the methods and channels for collecting
information and informing employees about the
progress and results with the design team (e.g.
video clips, blogs, notice board, intranet)
>> Collect feedback from the staff regularly and
be very clear about which issues the staff can
influence
9

5

Draw up a zone plan
A zone plan aims to clarify the type and size of spaces that are required for different work functions.
There should be spaces for working alone and in
groups, storing clothes and personal belongings, eating, talking on the phone, standing desks, relaxation
rooms etc. Below you will see a list of 12 spaces that
are suitable for individual work, meetings and support functions. This list helps you to ensure that you
have all necessary spaces in your zone plan.

1. FOCUS WORK

Silent room & touchdown

Team room & project room

Open office & bistro

Solo office & tel. booth

Formal & conference

Creative & brainstorm

Ad hoc & informal

Virtual & showroom

2. MEET

3. SUPPORT
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Print & copy

Break & game & refresh

Store & lock

Eat & drink
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Determine the look for the
space
>> What do you want to communicate with your
space and to whom (clients/staff)?
>> Do you meet clients in the space? Do you
need an area for entertaining clients?
>> Do you want to highlight your company’s
brand by feature elements such as murals,
lighting, curtains, wallpaper, wall and
furniture colors?
>> What kind of atmosphere are you aiming at?
Do you want it to be cozy and comfortable or
minimalist and modern?
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Select furniture
>> Create a layout for furniture to help you
to choose the furniture that best support
working in particular spaces
>> Let the need lead you: what kind of furniture
accommodates individual work, team work,
relaxing, etc.?
>> Pay attention to acoustics when choosing
materials and ergonomics when choosing
furniture
>> If your company is moving to new premises,
order the furniture at least 12 weeks before it
needs to be delivered
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Consider the requirements of
virtual work arrangements
When selecting furniture, assess the requirements of virtual work arrangements:
>>
>>
>>
>>
>>
>>
>>
>>
>>

Wireless network
The number of laptops
Extra screens
Desktop computers and special software, e.g.
for graphic designers and art directors
Meeting room booking and video
conferencing systems
Booking system for assigned/ shared
workstations
Phones and tablets
Rooms for servers and other devices
Cloud services

Please note: To get the best out of new devices,
the staff needs to be trained to use them efficiently.
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Draw up rules
Draw up the rules for the new office in collaboration with the
staff.
>> Are people allowed to talk in the open space?
>> Where are they allowed to eat? Only in the tearoom or
also at their desk?
>> Are they allowed to eat food that may smell, like a fish
dish, or a curry?
>> Do people have assigned workstations? Where do they
keep their belongings?
>> Can they work from home or do they need to come to the
office? Always or sometimes? Do they have to be in the
office?
>> How does one know if a meeting room needs to be
booked? What are the booking arrangements?
>> How are visitors met? Where?
Remember to review the rules after moving in. Check
if the rules have been followed and collect feedback from the staff. If necessary, change the rules.
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Assessment and follow-up
Even if a job well planned is a job half done, it will never get
finished. Work environment changes all the time. When one
employee leaves, another one moves in with their needs and
habits. It is very important focus on evaluation, follow-up efforts and feedback during the change process. Managing
change in a work environment is not a single project but a
continuous process.
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>> Are the objectives clearly defined? How do you monitor
that they are achieved?
>> Has the vision of the change and need for space been
communicated to the staff clearly?
>> How is this measured?
>> How is feedback collected from the staff? (e.g. an online
questionnaire)
>> How did the design team do? What about the project
managers?
>> Who is responsible for the assessment and follow-up?
>> Was the change successful?
>> How is the follow-up organized after the project?
>> Will the design team draw up an action plan for the
future?
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