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If corporate real estate teams are to successfully deliver more 

productive workplaces and, in so doing, transform their portfolios, then 

a fundamental rethink is required.
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Workplace strategy is back 

in focus 

A growing number of Corporate Real Estate (CRE) professionals 

are facing up to the fundamental but daunting question of ‘where 

next?’ After focusing over recent years on implementing tactical real 

estate plays to deliver direct cost savings in support of wider 

corporate survival strategies, a new direction is both required and 

demanded. 

It is required because, for most, the low hanging fruit has been 

harvested. The identifiable cost savings that could be made through 

a tactical reworking of leases and the release of vacant space back 

on to the market have typically been made. The savings delivered 

have been significant and have been readily acknowledged by 

business leaders previously blissfully unaware (perhaps even 

uninterested) of the real estate cost base. Having witnessed CRE 

teams step up to the plate to deliver double digit cost savings, 

expectations have been raised and new cost savings targets are 

being imposed from the very top.  These targets cannot realistically 

be met by CRE teams continuing to act just as smart tactical 

operators within the real estate markets of EMEA. 

 

SUMMARY: 10 BEHAVIOURS NEEDED TO RETHINK WORKPLACE 
PRODUCTIVITY 

COMMIT to delivering wholesale corporate change not merely a 
change of furniture 

BUILD common understanding, support and ambition from all 
corporate support functions 

INFLUENCE the wider business to recognise that workplace 
changes always require a change in management style 

AVOID paralysis by analysis at all costs 

ESTABLISH work life not workplace as your starting point  

DRIVE solutions that are positively predicated on the future of the 
work not a drive for space efficiency 

CHAMPION change through positive but honest internal marketing 

ADOPT a different but important angle to the issue by promoting 
organisational well-being 

EMBRACE organisational diversity to avoid falling into the one-
size-fits-all trap 

RECOGNISE workplace strategy as a living programme not a 
short-term project  

A more fundamental shift is required that brings the form and 

function of the working environment under closer scrutiny.  It is a 

shift that is more strategic; forward looking; and, if tackled correctly, 

challenging to the corporate status quo.  It is a shift that, when 

developed from the right starting point, takes CRE teams away from 

the quantifiable metrics of sq m, sq m per person, desk to employee 

ratios and closer towards the important intangibles of worker 

satisfaction and happiness; organisational well-being; productivity 

gains; and enhanced creativity.   In this sense it is a change of 

direction that feels uncomfortable.  For many CRE teams, it 

represents a departure from the sanctuary of professional 

specialisation towards an issue that is more universal in scope and 

stakeholder interest.   

Of course CRE teams have a natural and long-standing interest in 

the workplace.  The issues of workplace design, workplace strategy, 

its implementation and, to some extent, its success, have been well 

covered in a workplace literature that has burgeoned over the last 

decade.  Despite some clear exponents of best practice, far too 

often the linkage between CRE teams and workplace strategy has 

been too narrow or siloed and has failed to focus on change 

management across a corporation.  Many CRE teams have been 

unsupported in using workplace strategy as a means to elevate their 

position and impact within their organisation; despite a clear and 

often stated desire to take on this more elevated position.  Instead 

the issue of workplace strategy has been closely aligned to space, 

and hence, cost saving initiatives.  Accordingly, the measurement of 

impact and CRE team performance has been linked to real estate 

spend and portfolio reduction rather than any increases in 

productivity, corporate wellbeing or creativity.  This narrow 

perspective needs to be challenged, and quickly. 

We believe that the CRE approach to workplace has in many 

instances taken a wrong turn.  In terms of thinking and action 

workplace strategy is for many in a cul-de-sac that limits the 

innovation and effectiveness of adopted approaches.  It has set 

strategies on a path that constrains the opportunity; the support and 

funding of that opportunity; and the ultimate implementation of any 

solution.  As those at the forefront of current practice illustrate, the 

opportunities afforded by an alternative approach to the workplace 

are enormous.  The potential impact is as exciting as it is significant.  

In fact it is transformational, not least for the positioning of the CRE 

function itself.  But what is needed is a fundamental rethink.  The 

compass needs to be reset and a bold new direction taken.   
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In many ways the timing is perfect.  Whilst concerns and uncertainty 

persists, given the unravelling of the Eurozone debt crisis, many 

corporations have strong cash stockpiles that potentially provide the 

investment capital that is required if any workplace transformation, 

irrespective of ambition, is to be successful.  Although evidence of 

this investment remains limited to date, there is a stated intention to 

spend.  Research issued in early 2012 highlighted that more 

companies were likely to spend down some portion of their cash 

reserves during 2012 than those saying they would not (figure 1).1   

The case for cash preservation is not as strong as it was in the 

immediate post-crisis period when balance sheet repair was the 

number one strategic priority.  Of course there will be a significant 

call on this cash across the organisation (figure 2).  We believe 

however that if a broader, stronger and more compelling business 

case for investment in the workplace can be made – a case which 

emphasises companywide impacts and benefits that transcend pure 

bricks and mortar – then investment would be more forthcoming.   

So it is time to reappraise.  It is time to rethink.  It is time to start 

acting differently.  But most of all it is time to challenge the current 

orthodoxy around workplace productivity and workplace strategies.   

A new dawn beckons for those prepared to do so.  

Figure 1: How will companies approach spending and 

investment in 2012 

   
Source: American Express / CFO Research – Global Business and Spending 

Monitor, 2012 
 

                                                 
1
Source:  American Express / CFO Research – Global Business and 

Spending Monitor, 2012 

Figure 2: Stated Investment Priorities 15 August 2012 

 
Source: American Express / CFO Research – Global Business and Spending 

Monitor, 2012 
 

 

10 behaviours needed to 

rethink workplace 

productivity 

We have identified ten behavioural traits that support the recasting 

of the workplace productivity debate and generate a direction that is 

both empowering and effective.   

There are a few CRE teams that embody all of these behavioural 

traits and are consequently making great progress in driving 

improved workplace productivity and effectiveness.  There are more 

still that display some of these traits and as such have clear 

potential to go further in re-thinking their approach to workplace 

strategy.  But there are many more still coming at workplace 

strategy from the wrong starting point and hence often ending up 

with sub-optimal outcomes.  The ten behavioural traits that follow 

should be used as a checklist diagnostic against which one can 

assess a CRE teams ability and preparedness for creating a new 

way of working. 

Commit to delivering wholesale corporate change 

not merely a change of furniture  

The key requirement for those seeking to bring real 

change to the workplace is to think and act on a grander 

49% 

35% 

14% 

Modest 

Tightly 

controlled 

Aggressive  

To balance growth and profitability 

To support growth 

To preserve profitability 
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scale.  Too often workplace strategies have been limited in impact 

or influence due to a narrow starting point or ultimate ambition.  To 

date the starting point for most workplace programmes has been a 

real estate event.  A lease break or expiry or even portfolio 

consolidation or rationalisation is often seen as the perfect 

opportunity to drive a change in both the fit-out and function of the 

workplace.  Tactically this may be correct and indeed will be an 

essential element of any workplace strategy.  But strategically it 

should open the door to a much wider perspective.  It limits any 

strategy to a bricks, mortar and furniture consideration.  This can in 

turn limit the on-boarding of stakeholders across the wider business.  

A focus limited to just real estate also means that measures of 

success or Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) around the strategy 

are similarly limited.  Of course this is the traditional habitat for the 

CRE professional. A much wider perspective is required. 

A new dawn for workplace strategy comes from a different, broader 

more holistic starting point.  Competitive and future-proof companies 

must have the flexibility to respond to an ever-evolving business 

climate.  Workplace strategy can play a significant role in helping 

organisations meet short and long-term business objectives and, 

more importantly, rapidly address changing market conditions and 

priorities by enabling a more scalable workplace.  It requires CRE 

professionals to step out of their immediate area of expertise and 

lead from the front on a companywide change management 

initiative.  For those that do so, workplace strategy will be better 

positioned with a clear communication of far reaching benefits 

beyond the bricks and mortar.  When positioned away from being a 

mere by-product of a real estate event, workplace strategies take on 

a greater significance.   

Whilst much of the cost of change management might well be in the 

real estate elements – either new space or fit-out and furniture costs 

– both the risk and the reward are found within people and their 

productivity.  The workplace is the setting(s) in which more 

productive work takes place but the gain is ultimately people doing 

better work, more efficiently and so delivering an overall increase in 

corporate effectiveness.  It is entirely right, indeed necessary, that 

workplace strategy is positioned as companywide, all-encompassing 

change management initiative that requires buy-in from all.   

The behavioural challenge for corporate real estate professionals is 

clear.  Step outside of the professional comfort zone and take up a 

position as a change agent for your business.  Embrace and 

become a champion for change, promoting it as a positive force for 

your business.  Do not forget that there will be a real estate element 

to this change management programme and be ready to deliver 

both options and solutions to this end, but do not make this your 

starting point.  If you do you will invariably be limited in your impact 

at an organisational level and restrict a clear opportunity to elevate 

yourself professionally.  

Build common understanding, support and 

ambition from all corporate support functions  

Central to acting as a change champion and moving 

beyond CRE is the bringing together and alignment of 

all corporate support functions behind the wider 

change management strategy.  To date workplace strategy has 

been somewhat narrow in terms of active stakeholders.  Often the 

strategy is driven, managed and maintained by the CRE function 

itself.  The other support functions, such as HR, IT, facilities 

management and finance, often act in isolation and do so from their 

own positions of expertise and understanding.  This invariably leads 

to tensions, inconsistencies in implementation and divergence in the 

perceived end goal of the strategy.  Taking a broader, holistic view 

of the programme and stepping in to socialise this view across all 

support services is necessary if truly productive workplace 

strategies are to be delivered.   

Aside from these behavioural traits, there is also a structural 

consideration here too.  The notion of bringing support functions into 

greater alignment has been gaining ground in organisational design 

for the last decade or more.  Most corporations to date have fallen 

short of merging traditional functions into a singular shared services 

model, preferring to focus on driving stronger connectivity and 

collaboration amongst these functions.  In its recent CRE 2020 

project, CoreNet Global suggested that the development of a super-

nucleus containing all corporate support functions, including CRE, at 

the very centre of the organisation will be a clear development over 

the rest of the decade2.  Time will tell, but there is no doubt that if 

this more formal form of collaboration is to emerge then workplace 

will be a unifying issue because it is the one theme that directly 

impacts on all support functions.   

Bringing support functions together, whether through leadership in a 

formal organisational structure or through influencing peer groups is 

vital to the long-term success of any workplace strategy.  If CRE 

teams actively seek the bigger strategic picture then other support 

functions must do the same or else the strategy will always be 

constrained by the weakest link in the support chain.  Once more 

                                                 
2 CoreNet Global, CRE 2020 

2 



Advance • A new dawn for workplace strategy? • September 2012  5 

 

CRE leaders need to think about leadership in a broader sense, pro-

actively and boldly taking on a role across the corporation and 

applying their passion for change to the engagement and education 

of others within the corporate structure.  The energy expended in 

doing so will be crucial in building a common vision around the 

workplace strategy which ultimately smoothes the process of 

implementation.  

Influence the wider business to recognise that 

workplace changes always require a change in 

management style 

It is not just CRE professionals that need to show a 

change in behaviour.  An essential element of any 

successful workplace strategy is to drive behavioural 

change throughout the entire organisation.  This is why such 

emphasis needs to be placed on a holistic programme that brings 

companywide change.  If workplace strategies are narrowly 

perceived and implemented in silos then the opportunity to instil real 

transformation is limited.  There will always be blockages or 

obstacles deriving from a position of fear, misunderstanding, 

stubbornness or perhaps all three.   

It is telling to note that unsuccessful workplace strategies have 

typically failed to secure senior management support and more 

crucially commitment to change.  This is often a generational effect 

with the managerial structures being dominated by the baby boomer 

generations who manage by control, hierarchy and through 

traditional power relationships.  A crucial role for any change 

manager seeking to drive workplace strategy is to gain commitment 

from the entire management structure to adjust the managerial 

culture.  This of course is a huge task and it is hard to not to have 

sympathy for those CRE professionals who feel that this is too great 

a challenge.  But it is essential.   

The changes are multiple but there is one that is most required.  

Traditional management structures tend to manage by time.  Hence 

the 9 to 5 working day, where workers were physically visible to 

managers and managers adopted a command and control mentality 

to drive corporate productivity.  Workplace strategies, whatever their 

precise make-up, utterly challenges this management style.  Instead 

of visibility, presence is required – the ability to be connected to the 

organisation, management, and peer group without necessarily 

being in the same place.  Instead of time-based management, 

managers need to move towards a task or outcome focused 

management style.  This doesn't come easily or, for many, 

particularly naturally.   But without an acceptance from managers of 

a need to change, or some clear early evidence of such a change, 

workplace strategy is always destined to be limited in its ability to 

drive a more efficient and productive organisation.  

We fully recognise the scale of the challenge facing corporate real 

estate professionals in driving a companywide shift in managerial 

culture, particularly at a time of great uncertainty.  However we 

firmly believe that fortune favours the brave.  The time is right for 

CRE professionals to take a leadership role that transcends bricks 

and mortar and brings them fully into interaction across the business 

and particularly with senior managers.  This is a necessary 

foundation for the eventual transformation of the real estate portfolio 

towards workplaces that have the best chance of driving true and 

lasting improvements in corporate productivity, efficiency and, as we 

shall come onto, well-being. 

Avoid paralysis by analysis at all costs 

Perhaps the greatest transformation in the CRE 

function since the onset of the global financial crisis in 

2008 has been the intense focus given to developing 

stronger analytical power.  When business leaders 

were seeking direct cost savings at the time of greatest 

crisis, many CRE teams were unable to articulate even basic data 

on the real estate portfolio, its costs and the opportunities for 

savings that it presented.  Such a position is no longer tenable.  As 

a consequence we have seen strong corporate investment in real 

estate data systems; a stronger leaning towards analytics by real 

estate teams and the development of stronger data sets to guide 

real estate strategy. 

But there is a concern.  The concern is that the CRE profession is 

tail-spinning into paralysis by analysis.  There is a growing sense 

that any strategic intent by CRE teams needs to be underpinned by 

a wealth of data before any commitment to proceed can be made.  

Where, as can still be the case, the appropriate data points do not 

exist, the focus turns to the development of an infrastructure to 

generate the data-points rather than the tackling of the real issue or 

concern.  Falling into this tail-spin will drive any momentum out of 

workplace strategies.  It needs to be avoided.  We are not 

suggesting that there is no place for data.  Instead we believe that 

data can be supportive of a workplace transformation program but 

the absence of data is not a valid rationale for not proceeding.   

This is not just because of the inertia this creates.  There is also a 

broader philosophical point here.  There is a discernible shift away 

from placing total emphasis on numeric indicators and instead 

3 
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building impact assessments, business cases or operational 

dashboards on a more balanced set of indicators that include more 

intangible issues such as well-being or happiness.  Few, if any, CRE 

teams have a handle on this information.  They will need to generate 

indicators that are appropriate to their business going forward 

through primary research.  Critically CRE teams will need to create 

bespoke metrics and empirical evidence that focuses on the types of 

workers contained within their organisation and their needs.   

So data will be important.  But its not data as we know it.  Workplace 

strategies cannot be driven purely through traditional real estate 

metrics.  Data needs to be more grounded in the organisational 

reality and speak more about workers experiences and emotions 

rather than the economics or efficiency of occupancy. 

Corporate real estate professionals need to challenge current 

thinking about data.  In an age of so-called big data and analytics 

the temptation is to focus on the creation of an infrastructure that 

spits out traditional real estate metrics at the touch of a button.  But 

from a workplace strategy perspective this effort may be misplaced.  

Going forward effective workplace strategies will be predicated on a 

greater number of intangibles and softer indicators that could never 

be generated through the development of such a data system.  

Organisations ignore these softer metrics at their peril.  Any energy 

and enthusiasm that they have for data should be channelled 

towards getting a handle on the basis ‘of work’ at work within their 

own organisation.  CRE professionals in this sense will need to draw 

on qualitative research skills, either directly within teams or indirectly 

through the market, so as to inform workplace strategy with the 

metrics that will increasingly matter and make the difference 

between an acceptable and an exceptional place to work.  

Establish work life not workplace as your starting 

point  

The whole ethos of this paper is to challenge 

conventional thinking, and hence starting points, for 

workplace strategy.  The biggest challenge, in our 

view, is to shift this thinking away from workplace towards the issues 

of work-life.   It is commonly acknowledged that the advent of 

technology, the development of applications and social media 

networks, the rise of the global corporation and so forth has led to a 

blurring of the traditional distinctions between work and home (or 

indeed leisure).   There has been a rise of the ‘barcardi’ working 

culture – anytime, anyplace, anywhere.  And yet workplace strategy 

is still largely focused on the physical workplace or even the ‘desk 

per person’.  This needs to be addressed. 

The formal workplace might be the setting for much productivity but 

it is not the only setting.  A growing number of work tasks are being 

completed from remote (and not corporately controlled) sites – be 

they individual’s homes, coffee shops, client sites or third spaces.  

Given this, perhaps a stronger and more effective starting point for 

workplace strategists is actually the workers themselves.   After all 

75% of a company’s cost base is its people, so it would seem 

prudent to focus on these people’s needs and raise their productivity 

by addressing them rather than narrowly and immediately focusing 

down on the corporate real estate portfolio. 

But even when the thinking is on the corporate workplace, 

challenges to the orthodoxy persist.  How many modern workplaces 

truly cater for the personal lives of workers who now have much less 

distinction between work and non-work?  Greater emphasis must be 

placed on developing workplaces that embrace and enable workers 

to deliver on all aspects of their work-life – both personal and 

corporate.  We need to deliver more modern work environments that 

augment modern lifestyles rather than jarring against them.  A 

simple example:  how many when embarking on workplace re-

design have given sufficient attention to the provision of small but 

private spaces for their workers to enable them to fulfil simple but 

important personal tasks such as making a doctor’s appointment, 

arranging a mortgage etc? In our experience the answer is not 

many.  As a consequence we have workplaces that create tensions 

and pressures for workers who have seen their personal and leisure 

time more regularly impacted upon by work tasks.  This is curious 

given the emphasis often placed upon staff attraction and retention 

as a key rationale for pursuing workplace strategies.  In reality, few 

corporations seem to have in practice given sufficient thought or 

investment to either the range of worker settings at work or in 

developing settings that enhance the work-life experience.   

 

  5 
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Drive solutions that are positively predicated 

on the future of the work not a drive for space 

efficiency 

As outlined in the introduction, we believe that 

conversations about workplace strategy often 

commence from a narrow and ultimately 

debilitating perspective.  Since the onset of the financial crisis 

almost all CRE team activity has been undertaken with the aim of 

reducing direct real estate costs.  This has been achieved initially by 

reducing the amount of rent paid per sq m.  More latterly savings 

have been predicated on increasing the density of occupation – i.e. 

reducing the sq m per person.  It is through this latter route that 

workplace strategy is most frequently introduced.  The rationale for 

this is clear but generates a narrow and difficult starting point.   

Attempting to enhance space efficiency generates a language, and 

an associated perception, that is almost entirely negative (perhaps 

with the exception of those in financial teams).  It is an initiative that 

appears overly prescriptive; is about taking something (space) away 

from workers; is focused on cost reduction not value generation; and 

is all about the tangible and measurable.  

Much the same as behaviour #5, we believe that if the starting point 

for workplace strategy is concerned with the future of work and the 

nature of modern work-life then better solutions will emerge from 

any strategy. Crucially, such a starting point leads to a more positive 

language and perception that enhances both buy-in and 

implementation.  It is a positive starting point that is about providing 

choice; enhancing productivity and creativity; and driving 

collaboration, empowerment and efficiency.   

The tension for corporate real estate professionals derives from the 

current mandate and empowerment of CRE teams.  If a team 

remains essentially subservient to the wider business – a support 

team rather than a strategic function – and if the function is removed 

from regular engagement with business leadership, the chances are 

the modus operandi is such that the team will continue to be an 

order taker.  In this situation it is hard for CRE teams to move 

beyond the traditional misguided approach to workplace strategy 

and challenge the status quo.  It is hard for teams to create the more 

positive starting point that focuses on creating solutions that are 

appropriate for the future work-style of the organisation rather than 

being driven just by an unchallenged need to reduce the amount of 

space held and the density over which space is occupied.  The onus 

is on all CRE teams to educate their business leaders about this 

alternative approach which develops solutions that are predicated 

on the future of work and ensuing worker needs rather than on a 

narrow drive for space efficiency.   

Champion change through positive but honest 

internal marketing 

This more positive starting point actually assists those 

charged with communicating the nature of workplace 

strategies.  A key role of any change champion is to 

be an effective, positive but honest communicator about the nature 

of change.  This is a particularly pertinent point in today’s chastening 

economic environment when workers fear the worst and have 

heightened scepticism about corporate initiatives and their true 

motivations. Honest communication around the workplace strategy, 

its intentions and its likely outcomes will drive a stronger 

appreciation from which emerges acceptance. The notion that 

human beings are fundamentally opposed to change is not entirely 

true.  People dislike being told to change, especially without any 

greater understanding of the ‘why?’  If we are brave enough to make 

people part of the solution, their ability to create them should never 

be underestimated. 

CRE professionals need to highlight the benefits of any unfolding 

workplace strategy to those across the organisation that will be 

impacted.  Moreover, they need to be very clear in positioning 

workplace strategy vis-a-vis the alternatives.  For example, failure to 

create appropriate workplaces for the future might mean that the 

only alternative will be for the business to source new space to 

accommodate future growth potentially in a rising market. Similarly, 

if the space fails to meet the needs of the modern worker then the 

business might be exposed to regular and costly recruitment 

pressures. 

The other key element of marketing is the creation of the business 

case around the workplace strategy.  Here again, CRE teams 

leading the strategy need to be honest in highlighting the risks of 

implementation actually impacting on productivity levels and 

articulating clear mitigation strategies.  The onus is upon making the 

business case as little a leap into the unknown as possible but 

retaining integrity and honesty in so doing.  Central to this task will 

be to balance the business case by emphasising not just costs but 

also values. There is a value discipline emerging amongst CFOs 

that should be actively plugged into by those seeking endorsement 

of workplace strategies.  This discipline is guiding companies to 

extract maximum value from their business spending and 

investments and similarly to deliver value to customers and 

investors.  CFOs see value discipline as a useful counterweight to 

6 7 



8  Advance • A new dawn for workplace strategy? • September 2012 

 

short-term pressure to react reflexively to challenging business 

conditions. As survivors of the toughest financial crisis since the 

Great Depression, companies recognise the power of having a 

strategic vision that can thrive in even the toughest of times – a 

vision that resists reactivity and focuses on the long term.   Rather 

than reacting to challenging conditions by implementing cutbacks or 

curtailing expansion plans, CFOS are instead emphasising a focus 

on returns – a focus on value for money – that will help their 

companies maximise the gains they receive from their outlays in a 

pressured business environment.  So the mantra going forward is 

disciplined spending and investment coupled with a clear 

commitment to delivering value. 

This is the thinking and the language that the CRE professional 

needs to understand and harness in bringing broader and more 

impactful workplace strategies to fruition.  Once again, we recognise 

this as a challenging but essential task.  

Adopt a different but important angle to the issue 

by promoting organisational well-being 

One means by which communication around 

workplace strategy can be more engaging, 

enlightening and ultimately successful is to emphasise 

a different but important resultant benefit.  In our view one such 

angle is the notion of organisational (and individual) well-being.  The 

issue offers a perfect make-weight against the traditionally more 

negative perceptions of workplace strategy as outlined above. 

Across the globe, leading edge companies are adopting a dual 

focus on organisational performance and organisational health.  The 

former is traditionally well understood and has been guiding 

companies for decades.  But in times of increasing uncertainty we 

need to look beyond monthly, quarterly or even annual financial 

data.  Organisational health is about having the assets today that 

create the conditions for high performance tomorrow.  It is an 

organisation based on a culture of trust, engagement and 

empowerment.  What makes an organisation truly future-proof is the 

degree of organisational alignment, its capacity to change and 

renew and the speed of execution.  As Apple and many other game-

changers have demonstrated in recent years, it is no longer enough 

to make the best or cheapest widget, it is about delivering value by 

calling the widget itself into question as a solution to a problem.  

Therefore any square metre lease leased or owned must impact on 

all those critical success factors.  Workplace must be the physical 

(or virtual) expression of the direction, the culture and the values 

that make the organisation resilient.  Only then can it demonstrate 

its true value, not only to the table stakes of financial performance 

but the sustainable, competitive edge required in our times.  It 

contributes to building an organisation that can re-invent itself and 

defend itself from attackers, wherever and in whatever form they 

come. 

Embrace organisational diversity to avoid falling 

into the one-size-fits-all trap 

We have maintained throughout this paper that current 

thinking about workplace strategy is too narrow and 

limiting.  We also believe that too many workplace 

strategies flounder because of homogeneous attitudes and 

approaches.   A one size fits all mentality still dominates thinking 

about the solution. Too often there is a singular view of the business 

and its needs at work in developing strategies and solutions.  The 

reality, of course, is that businesses are diverse and operate with 

clear cultural, geographical and functional variance.  Failure to 

recognise and embrace this variance means that any ‘solution’ will 

appeal to a few but alienate many.    

Smart thinking around workplace strategy recognises that one 

solution is really no solution at all.  Instead the enlightened strategist 

works with a range of approaches and solutions and works to apply 

the most appropriate solutions to both the objectives of the strategy 

but also crucially, to the varying needs of the business across 

geography, cultures and functions.  Only once these considerations 

are accepted, embraced and accommodated within the solution can 

workplace strategy have any real opportunity to take hold and drive 

the cultural change being sought across the organisation.  The 

workplace needs to be an expression of this cultural change but also 

representative of the difference that makes modern businesses so 

vibrant, creative and resilient.   

The challenge for corporate real estate professionals is to 

understand the variance at work within the business and ensure that 

this understanding runs through the DNA of the solution.  In order to 

do this, two things need to be achieved.  First, and perhaps most 

closely aligned to current practice, CRE teams need to be aware of 

the laws and regulations impacting on workplace design as they 

play out across the globe.  Failure to be clear on what is actually 

achievable market to market will prove costly and, more damagingly, 

will take momentum out of the change management programme and 

disenfranchise advocates. The second task is more time consuming 

but more powerful.  We outlined earlier the need for primary 

research being developed that is specific to the individual business 

and its needs.  When understanding cultural variance and how this 

8 
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impacts on workplace needs primary research is the only route 

available.  The smart, modern workplace strategist takes their time 

to undertake cultural and functional assessments of current and 

future state working practices; the scope for change within these 

practices; and the best solutions for driving that change.  This 

creates a solid foundation on which to build strategies that can be 

both successful and sustainable. 

Recognise workplace strategy as a living 

programme not a short term project 

The point about creating sustainable 

solutions is often overlooked but for us 

represents the last of our challenges to the 

current orthodoxy.  Too much current practice and thinking 

perceives and positions workplace strategy as a short-term initiative 

aimed at achieving a clear objective.  As we noted previously, that 

objective is most often around floor-space and hence cost reduction, 

rather than making a workplace that aligns with modern work-life 

and really drives productivity gains.   

If a new dawn for workplace strategy is to be realised, then those 

charged with delivering the strategy must recognise that this is a 

road with no clear end point in sight.  Workplace strategy is not an 

initiative.  It is a programme of cultural change that continually 

evolves.  As such workplace strategy is a living programme that also 

constantly evolves and adapts to new situations and contexts.  What 

this means for CRE professionals at the forefront of workplace 

change is clear – a sustained commitment together with regular 

assessment and potentially reworking of the strategy.  Anyone 

implementing workplace strategies with a short term, project based 

mentality is missing a much more powerful opportunity.  Workplace 

strategy is about constant change management.  As such it is not a 

project but rather an ongoing process of learning and improving.    

As CRE professionals seek to lead and implement workplace 

strategies they need to again carefully communicate not only the 

positive aspects of the strategy but also the fact that the strategy is 

a long-term commitment to drive regular change across the 

organisation to ensure that ultimately the organisation is productive, 

effective and the real estate becomes a destination of choice.   

 

Next Steps 

The need for a different type of behaviour underpinning workplace 

strategies is clear. Practitioners, who act more in accordance with 

the ten behavioural traits outlined in this report, rather than the 

current more limited orthodoxy, position themselves strongly for 

success. 

But of course a change in behaviour and positioning needs 

ultimately to be backed by change in practice.  From a workplace 

perspective this means that new thinking also has to carry forward 

into implementation.  This paper does not seek to cover the range of 

options and solutions available to those implementing workplace 

strategies, aside from recognising that a one-size fits all solution is 

not possible or desirable.  We do however think there are three 

universal points worth emphasising here as the new dawn for 

workplace strategy emerges.  As a leader of change be sure to:  

1. Show humanity 

Workplace strategies will only be successful if they connect the 

solution to the changing nature of work-life.  The great limiting 

factor around workplace strategy to date is that whilst the nature 

of work has changed markedly over the last fifty years, the 

physical setting for that work has changed at a much slower 

pace.  Connect the solution to how people work, recognising 

that there will be significant variance in the how of work across 

your business.  Make sure your ultimate work settings build in 

spaces that allow people to both work but also manage their 

lives.  More private spaces for example represent just one need 

that is all too often absent from current solutions. 

2. Communicate 

As has been stressed throughout this paper, workplace 

strategies are change management programmes.  To make 

implementation effective it needs to be backed by regular, clear 

and honest communication across the organisation.  There is a 

need to over-communicate and to emphasise the positive 

aspects of change.  This creates a sense of engagement and 

involvement that makes change transparent and desirable.  

Furthermore communication needs to be driven right from the 

top of the organisation but with a clear authenticity.  
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3. Champion 

Where change has so much negative PR with employees in 

recent years, we need to re-build trust in order to increase both 

appetite and ability. CRE professionals leading and 

implementing workplace strategies need to be change 

champions who believe in and promote the positive power of 

change.  The key requirement during implementation is to be 

bold, and be clear on the direction.  It is not a road without 

bumps, but continuous learning and the celebration of even 

small successes along the path will provide sufficient positive 

acceleration.   

 

All business, your business, is seeking transformation.  This 

creates a tremendous opportunity for CRE professionals to 

seize the moment, step up and deliver.  If new thinking rather 

than traditional orthodoxy is pursued, we believe there is an 

even greater opportunity to enhance corporate productivity, 

creativity and well-being whilst simultaneously elevating the 

position and influence of the CRE function and CRE leaders. 
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