Can Workspaces be productive ?

'As with any other resource, workspace has a cost. As with any other resource, it
should also have a value and contribute in a positive way to the performance of the
business. It is the value/cost ratio which defines business productivity - and that
must be optimised.

The overdl cost of office property — buildings and their associated services — represents,
on average, 10-12% of the turnover of a sarvice industry’s business. It make up the
second element of expenses after wages. A common way to improve the vaue/cost ratio
isto reduce the costs. b the circumstances, this would appear to be sensible.

Reducing costs

Such cogt is reduced, particularly, by:

7 Limiting the cog of the building itsdf (whether bought, being built or rented).
However, the building cost done cannot be taken into consderation. The building
becomes useful once built or bought or rented). Therefore, in order to find out its
actud cog, it is necessay to take into account its maintenance cost and the cost of
saviceit provides during its use (beating, security, flexibility etc.).

2 Changing the location, for example, to move from a city centre, where the rates are
more expendve, towards the outskirts, even the countryside. It is not without
consequences. For example, gaff will see the time they spend commuting incresse,
sometimes consderably. Those who ae flexible to changing firms, usudly not the
worst, may not follow, othersfollow rdluctantly.

7 Increesng the occupancy dendity by reducing the area per user. There is on such
thing as good space a priori, in the same way there is no good dengty either.
However, very redricted workspaces often lead to a poor working conditions:
acoudtic discomfort, worsening amosphere, waste of time etc. One can therefore
lose in work productivity what has been gained in area.

Sometimes the above three measures are gained a the same time, with their postive and
negative consequences. However that may be, al three come under the same andysis
one cannot do without the building, but athough essentia it does not bring muck to the
busness. Economically spesking, it is only teken into account from a financid point of
view (its cost), therefore it should be minimised as much as possible.

The firm F works minor miracles in benchmarking. Its property costs have been reduced
by 30% in a year and it is, by far, ahead of all its competitors. Their competitors of
course know it well: the best executives of F told them the fact when they left F to go
and work fo them!

1 Artcicle publié dans EuroFM Practice I ssue 1999, Arko Publishers, Nieuwegein, pp. 75-78.



Theinfluence of new technologies

The new techniques of data processng and information technology argue for the
relaive abandonment of the importance given to workspaces — there are some
businesses which no longer have office blocks (very rare). A notebook, acdlular phone
and a modem dlow anyone to be in contact with the business information system, with
hisher colleagues, with dients suppliers etc. Other businesses, having pushed their
daff out, the sdes saff among others, relocated them. The employees were not sure
who their employer was anymore, was it their busness or was it the clients. Through
lack of offices in which to meet, they used bars. Consequently, productivity decreased.
Even though things may be possible, they might not be effective.

The business of the future... across time

In the early 1980s, large conferences led by experts were organised to describe “ the
factory of the future” . From 1995 everything would be automatic (or very close), clean,
safe. No more production line noise, tiredness. The dream is over and like before,
factories are noisy (although some dlightly less), there is still a lot of manual work,
using the same tools as before, the production line is still going well, and the
breakdowns too. No need to visit the worst onesto realise that !

In the mid-1960s, an American futurologist had planned the end of commuting for 1985.
Thanks to computers and television, everyone would stay at home. He wrote that the
main problem would be to teach children — of course school would he from home too —
that the image of a tree on their screen is not really a tree. From time to time, they
would need to be taken outside, in order for them to be able to relate to the physical
reality of what they will only have known for a long lime on their screens.

Today many people wonder what offices will be like in ten years lime. For most of them,
they will be much the same as today. They are already in use. Buildings last longer than
our fantasies.

Admittedly new technologies modify a far number of work parameters, especidly
office work. They must of course be taken into account in choices of property and at the
time of the organisation of workspaces. Without a doubt, these techniques will develop
more and will bring dong new changes. Rather than agreeing, a bit haedtily, to the
abandonment of workspaces, it will be necessary therefore, tomorrow as well as today,
to wonder about the postive role played by spaces in the business which uses them and
how to improve them. Rather than trying to foresee it, the true difficulty and the true
dake liesin knowing how to cope with change.

What isthe workspace used for?

Obvioudy workspaces are used to work. But precisely what does “to work” mean and
what kind of space is needed for work?

To work, as one knows well, does not amount to a smple task planned in advance.
Having bdieved it — or wanted it — is indeed one of the main limits that taylorism or
fordism have known for some decades. “To work” is to solve problems. They can be of



a very varied nature, more or less dfficult. More or less time, energy and competence
are required. “To work” is aso, often, to anticipate the problems which will aise in
order to deal with them when tey occur. It may be a fault on a production line, or the
decline in sdles of a product. Each one, in higher occupation and hisher job, summons
up far more for the work than that which is expected. The ingredients vary: shrewdness,
knowledge, silfulness, savoir-faire, intelligence, experience — and ah are necessary
sooner or later. The role of the workspace is to guarantee the best conditions for the
work.

If one invedtigates on further than an individuds work, the equation is redively easy to
solve. Still, it is essentid to pay atention to detal, in that the activities of some can be
different from others, therefore their patid needs vary ton. But a company only takes
its meaning in collective work. It functions on the hypothess that the organisation of
collective work would be more efficient than the ample addition o individud jobs. It is
for this organised collective work that the workspace aso bas to guarantee the best
conditions. A certain number of these conditions are known, one can research others.

One of these conditions is the understanding of the organisation and of its role in the
production. The space contributes to an understanding when it offers a good readability
of this organisation and of the production process. Another, widdy recognised today, is
the communication between people. The space can play as lage a role in fadlitaing
communicaion as it can in redricting it badly. In the same way, the feding of beonging
to the same group, beyond differences or even conflicts, can rey on the building itsdf,
when the latter does not create systemdic ruptures or oppositions. Of course, space must
adso guarantee the flow of people, information and materids, while minimisng wadte of
time and risks, as much as possble. The control of the flow remains, to this extent, one
of the firgt requirements of a production space, whether in industry or services.

There are dso other fields where one can rdy on the planning of spaces to develop
some of the business objectives. For a long time, it was the fird means of contralling
work. It dill is sometimes. It can also work towards a better management of stocks. In
another way, one might want to reinforce peoples autonomy or interaction. There could
be research to help the setting up and evolution of project groups of various szes and
time spans, or to keegp work zones away from the inquidtive eye. The list is far from
being redricted. In relation to a busness objective, it is dways possble to study in
which respect and how, the space migt make things more difficult, and in which
respect and how it can help.

The contribution of space

For a long time the business property (building and developed areas) was considered as
sample capitd. As a matter of fact it bas a certain inherent vaue and cost which can be
defined. It is disposed of according to need, the case being that it becomes
economicaly’ or functiondly inadequate. The inherent value is reassessed and changed
and the cost is controlled. It is not managed as a resource whose vaue could be
increased by its current use.

On the contrary, property can be conddered as one of the business resources, a
potentid whose use and contribution in vaue can be expanded by effective



management, 0 that it becomes an active factor of productivity, and affects the
business performance.

The notion of “ human resources’, today widely established, has meant a change in
management. From looking at people as a stock of workers, now they are seen as a
strategy of development and enrichment of that resource. Nowadays the management of
human resources is essential to the business “ global strategy” Some businesses have
started a similar change as far as their spatial resources are concerned: the conception
and management of space has taken on a major dimension in their politics.

Figure 1 illudraes the principles which dlow the enhancement of the value of a
resource. Its starting point is the business objectives. It is not only concerned with its
find objectives (eg. increasng its share of the market, its productivity or its margin),
but above dl with the intermediate objectives which the busness has put into place in
order to achieve the find ones (e.g. reducing its stocks, improving the communication
between people and groups, promoting teamwork, reinforcing reations with clients).

Objectives
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Figure 1 - Analysistriangle of the use value of a resource

To reach thexe intermediate objectives, a number of resources (monetary, human,
technicd, .., spatia) are available. In order to achieve the set objectives, the pertinent
resources must be examined. When there is a dructured information sysem in the
busness, covering a wide fidd of resources, this provides a cetan number of
indicators. If not, it is experience and intuition which initidly, compensate for the
absence of indicators.

The implementation of these resources lead to results. Hence a double question: are the
results close to the objectives, and if so to what extent? It is the effectiveness variable.
Do the results obtained correspond in a satisfying way to the value of the resources
mustered? It is the measure of the efficiency of their use.

Piloting tools

What is the role and the use of such an information sysem as far as paces ae
concerned? In brief, it must enable the piloting of the productive use of the resource.



The mogt common ways of managing spaces, in businesses which have implemented i,
are the audit and benchmarking. An audit conssts of comparing a date of affairs with
the state consdered to be normd. For example, for a services industry business, the
average area per job will be compared with the standard areas of offices in the same
sector of activity. It will be concluded eventudly thet the dendty is either excessive or
insuffident. Benchmarking consss in comparing the vaues of a cetan number of
vaiables of the business obtaned by dmilar or competing busnesses which have
recorded better results in the same field — the intention being to do better than them. For
example, by andysing the breskdown of the maintenance costs of the competitors
achieving the best in this area, a business will manage to reduce its own costs.

These methods though they are a useful means of reference, even of improvement, have
alimit. They never try to find out, for a given busness, what buildings and premises are
used for, and how such methods could be used to increase their vaue for this business.

In some sectors of activity, space is a well-used resource equipped with top quality
information systems. It is the case in particular in commercial mass marketing where a
whole array of techniques were created for this purpose, nhamely merchandising. Many
banks in the world have seen similar studies through, followed by implementation. Of
course, these methods and measures are not of concern to workers, but to consumers.
There is nothing to prevent considering the link between work and space with the same
care as the link between purchase and space.

The piloting management does not atempt so much to compare as to am at objectives,
by building an information system which, as it goes dong, hepsto check that the means
are adequate and properly used, and, if not, to rectify the way things are going. These
objectives can aso be, without a doubt, objectives in terms of cost. To lower
maintenance cost, or to increase the occupation dendity by preventing the waste of
sguare metres, are perfectly vaid objectives, provided their achievement does not mean
aloss inthe qudity of spaces, which could harm productivity and would eventudly lead
the business to a financiad loss. But the objectives can be of a very different nature: for
example, to support a policy of team work by spatid drategies can lead to a dight
increese in the cogt of the building or of its devdopment. If the success of this policy
dlows noticeable growth in the qudlity of the busness products or its reactivity, and by
that, increases its margins, then the resource used will have been widdly enhanced.

Some criteria and indicators
A hbuilding can be appreciated in many ways. If one takes for example the office blocks
only, they can be andysed from the following points of view:

2 Architecturd: the exterior, the reaionship to the environment, the image, the lines
of the structure.

2 Functionad to utilisation: traffic, the nearnesydigances, the vaious conveniences
post, caretaking, etc.

7 Functiond use everything which is not drictly organised, for example informd
communication.

2 Pleasantness. personnd, dlients, vigtors.



7 Economicd: the condruction purchasing or rentd cost, but dso the maintenance
cost with possible various financid factors.

» Evoution: internal and externd flexibility, durability, maintenance, environment,
etc.

Within the framework of the business policy, some organisational parameters could be
enhanced. For example:

? Cerfgrdisation | decentraisgtion: on different scdes, from the firm as a whole to one
service.

2 Rdaive autonomy of people or groups/ strong hierarchica organisation.

2 Individua work / group work; groups of various scaes.

7 Lage/ andl vaiability of structures.

» Teritoridiam/ making people or groups mohile.

2 Promoting intimacy / forcing mixing.

There are also some technica parameters, such as:

2 Workpost alocated / shared / non alocated.

2 Individud multifunctiona workposts (traditiond office) / give a greater importance
to collective equipment at dl levels (conference rooms, combi-office etc.).

» Giveto places a statutory role / “all human being are born and remain equal”.

» Demonstrate or make commonplace the diversty of individuad and collective
Stuations.

7 Working hours 9 am. - 6 p.m., or 24 hours.
2 Peoples mohility or non-mohbility.

» Specific collective rooms (from kitchenette, photography room and cafeteria) / non
specific rooms, whose qudity isimproved by the use made of them.

Findly, let us not forget the economic parameters:

» internd invoidng of the occupied aress and sarvices in use / free use without
internd cost for users.

» Research in savings on property / research for the best congruence between
organisation and spaces.

To pilot, conssts of working out reference points, criteria and indicators which alow a
policy to be driven through. equdly wdl on a daly bass as in exceptiond moments. In
order to build criteria and indicators, use can, of course, be made d techniques such as
auditing or benchmarking. However, these techniques done are not sufficient to pilat,
and even less to formulate the palicy. It is the information system which bas been built,
and which is updaed regulally, ather with internd facts about the business or externd
facts, which condtitutes the means of piloting.

Compared with other aspects of the busness management, the aspect of space has a
particularity which can be a difficulty. A large number of the criteria and indicators
taken into account are quditative, gpart from codts, surfaces and some other smilar



data. This is one of the reasons which deays the setting up of an information system,
too much importance being atributed to the quantitative aspect. Without going into too
much detall here, let us only recdl that the human space is a complex system, whose
quditative dimensons prevail widdly over those we can measure.

Anyway, such an information sysem cannot be dedicated to a paticular busness. From
one busness to another, the objectives to reach are different, the dSrategies diverse
Bedides, at times t will be necessary to stress such and such an aspect, and use such and
such means. As a matter of fact, the information system, once established and regularly
updated, must be able to serve objectives changing with those of business, so that the
workspaces remain permanertly productive.
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