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Form Follows Function: Telework and tailored office 

design improve productivity, employee engagement and 

your ability to recruit and retain employees! 

 

Whether called telework, telecommuting, teleworking or mobile work, flexible work arrangements are 

highly valued by today’s workforce. They are equally beneficial for companies because they create 

engaged employees and individuals who are more productive and loyal. Flexible work arrangements are 

here to stay and should be a critical element of any company’s employee engagement, branding or 

diversity initiative. 

Flexible work arrangements, as well as open office design, have been hot topics for articles and blogs, 

especially over the past three years. Passions are high on both sides of the discussion. Unfortunately, 

the debaters often miss the point. It is not one vs. the other. Rather, it should be a customized 

approach, where every company creates the flexible work arrangements and office design that best fits 

its culture and business strategies. Let’s call this powerful combination “flexible work place.”  

Flexible work place is a primary driver behind increased employee productivity, morale and a company’s 

ability to attract and retain critical workers. It provides companies with much more than saved real 

estate costs! I believe that every company needing to move or expand its office space should consider 

implementing flexible work place.  

This paper will review the benefits of flexible work place for both companies and employees. It will 

provide strong evidence in support of allowing employees, depending on their job responsibilities, to 

work from home. It will also discuss the pitfalls of open office plans and cube farms in terms of lost 

productivity and privacy. It will present an alternative to the open office – an office design that is 

tailored to provide exactly the right technology and workspace that employees need to support where, 

when and how they work. 

Finally, this paper will present a case study on a very successful implementation of flexible work place at 

one Medtronic location. As a result of this implementation, this Medtronic location improved its 

employee productivity, morale, and its ability to attract and retain critical workers. It also maintained 

the cultural alignment of employees while cutting real estate costs and carbon emissions.  
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Benefits of Flexible Work Arrangements for Companies 

Flexible work arrangements lead to more engaged employees, individuals who are simply more 

productive and loyal to the company. This is particularly true for home-based employees, since they can 

be more productive at home, away from the distractions of large, open office bays or cube farms. Home-

based employees tend to work more hours than office-based employees and, on average, spend 50% of 

their saved commute time working for the company and the remaining 50% of saved commute time 

doing personal tasks.  

Similarly, mobile employees are more productive than office-based employees. Improvements in 

technology have enabled them to work virtually anywhere while on the go. They rely on 

teleconferencing and video conferencing as well as team rooms and touchdown stations back at the 

corporate office whenever necessary.  

Flexible work arrangements and home-based work started to gain popularity in the 1990s. Many 

companies started moving sales people from regional offices into their homes to save office costs. They 

also implemented goals, measures, operating norms and compensation systems to maintain a 

productive sales force. IBM, for example, closed most of its field sales offices in the 90s and had its sales 

people work from home. It saw its real estate costs fall, and the productivity and morale of its sales 

force soar! Since then, IBM has expanded flexible work arrangements beyond its sales people. In 2009, 

42% of IBM’s workers worked remotely, and that practice has saved IBM $100 million a year.i 

However, in 2017 IBM has begun to change its course. After being a leader in telecommuting, IBM is 

calling it quits, due to declining revenues.  At least, it’s calling it quits in its marketing organizations in 

the US and Europe. It feels like a Marissa Mayer and Yahoo step backwards – it is sure to increase 

turnover, as well as lower morale and productivity. What happened?   

Analysts observe that IBM has had 20 consecutive quarters of falling revenue and rising shareholder ire 

over CEO Ginni Rometty’s pay package.ii  Still, this decision is curious because of IBM’s success with 

telework, and its job postings that support telework, such as a recent “teleworks works” blog and a 2014 

whitepaper highlighting the success of teleworking. In Yahoo’s case, former CEO Marissa Mayer said it 

was to reset the corporate culture. That didn’t go so well! 

Let’s look at some studies that document the improved productivity and other benefits of home-based 

employees over office employees. 

Kate Lister and Tom Harnish at Global Workplace Analytics have worked with both public and private 

employers on teleworking and have examined over 4,000 documents, case studies, and research 

models. Their analysis indicates that when managers focus on managing to results and incorporate 

flexible work arrangements, it leads to the following benefits: 

• Saves companies $10k to $20k per employee per year by lowering real estate costs, turnover 

and absenteeism and increasing employee productivity.1 

• Reduces company/employee carbon footprint and fuel usage. 

• Attracts the best and the brightest workers, regardless of where they live. 

                                                           
1 Workshifting Benefits: The Bottom Line, May 2010, by Kate Lister and Tom Harnish, Global Workplace Analytics, 
sponsored by Citrix Online. 

https://www.ibm.com/blogs/smarter-workforce/2017/05/making-telework-work-insights-siop-2017/
https://www-01.ibm.com/common/ssi/cgi-bin/ssialias?htmlfid=low14205usen&appname=skmwww
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• Engages workers who would otherwise not be available (e.g. caregivers, part-timers, the 

disabled, military spouses, retirees). 

• Improves continuity of operations. 

• Increases staffing efficiencies. 

• Saves employees thousands of dollars per year in commuting costsiii 

A meta-analysis of 46 studies on telecommuting by professors at Pennsylvania State University, 

published in 2007, also showed its clear benefits for companies and employees. Involving 12,883 

employees, the study found that employees perceived higher autonomy and lower work-family conflict.  

Telecommuting had no general detrimental effects on the quality of their workplace relationships. The 

study found that telecommuting improved job satisfaction and performance and reduced turnover 

intent and role stress. The one negative the study found was that telecommuting more than 2.5 days a 

week harmed relationships with co-workers.iv  (My case study presents a fix for this)! 

The evidence of the effectiveness of flexible work arrangements, and specifically letting employees work 

from home has continued to grow. In 2014, the Chinese travel website Ctrip, gave the staff at their call 

center the opportunity to volunteer to work from home for nine months.  Half of the volunteers were 

allowed to telecommute while the rest remained in the office as a control group. The results surprised 

the study designer Nicholas Bloom, a Stanford professor. He and Ctrip CEO, James Liang, expected that a 

drop in productivity would offset their real estate savings.  Survey responses and performance data 

collected at the conclusion of the study revealed that the at-home workers were happier, less likely to 

quit and also more productive. The employees working from home completed 13.5% more calls than the 

staff in the office—almost an extra workday a week! The home-based workers had half the turnover 

rate and much higher job satisfaction. The company also saved $1,900 per employee over the nine 

months. 

When asked why the employees who worked from home are more productive, Nicolas Bloom gave this 

answer: 

“One-third of the productivity increase, we think, was due to having a quieter environment, 

which makes it easier to process calls.  At home people don’t experience what we call the ‘cake 

in the break room’ effect.  Offices are actually incredibly distracting places. The other two-thirds 

can be attributed to the fact that the people at home worked more hours.  They…took shorter 

breaks, and worked until the end of the day.  They had no commute.  They didn’t run errands at 

lunch.  Sick days for employees working from home plummeted.v” 

Although some companies recently are reported to have backed away from flexible work arrangements, 

most notably Yahoo, Hewlett Packard and Best Buy, a closer examination of at least two of these 

companies reveals that they didn’t drop flexible work arrangements. Instead, they fine-tuned their 

flexible work policies. Hewlett Packard still allows flexible work, based on job duties and the work to be 

conducted, but they are now more specific regarding when employees need to be in the office.  Best 

Buy pulled back from ROWE (Results Only Work Environment), which allowed corporate employees to 

decide when they would come into the office and what meetings they needed to attend. They still, 

however, allow more clearly defined teleworking. 

Many companies believe that teleworking is a great tool for increasing the number of women and 

millennials in their workforce. This might be true, but teleworking is a benefit that can be an incredible 
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motivator for all employees! The average teleworker is 49 years old, a college graduate, works for a 

company with 100 or more employees and earns $58,000 a year.vi  

Benefits of Flexible Work Arrangements for Employees 

For many employees, work place flexibility is a key tool for managing the complexity and hectic nature 

of modern life. Americans work an average of 47 hours a week, and even more if they are salaried 

workers - 49 hours a week.vii  Roughly 60% of two-parent households with children under the age of 18 

have two working parents. Among dual income households, when you combine paid work, childrearing 

and household chores, each parent works an average of 58.5 hours a weekviii. Adding to that is that 

many American workers have a very long commute. The average commute time in the US is 25.4 

minutes, which takes 50.8 minutes of possible work and family time out of each workday.ix No wonder 

that flexible work arrangements are increasingly important for today’s workforce. 

Teleworking is strongly supported by a vast majority of workers. A study by Kate Lister showed that 79% 

of U.S. workers say they would like to work from home at least part of the time.x In March 2014, the 

New York Times cited a study that showed that men, MORE THAN WOMEN, want remote work 

opportunities:  

Most research says it is not predominately women who telecommute.  Most research says it is 

at least equal between men and women… Cali Williams Yost, chief executive of Flex and 

Strategy, said a telephone survey released last month by her company found that more men 

than women said they worked remotely. That is backed up by a Harris online poll of 2,219 adults 

last year. Both surveys agreed that all ages should be able to telecommute.xi 

The article further reports “Telecommuting has risen 79% between 2005 and 2012 and now makes up 

2.6% of the U.S. workforce, or 3.2 million workers, according to statistics from the American Community 

Survey.”    

The number of actual teleworkers is probably much higher. Evidence of this comes from a survey in 

2008 by Denver-based US West that found that 32% of more than 2,200 companies polled in 11 states 

had full or part-time telecommuters.xii   

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 24% of employed people report working from home at 

least some hours each week. In the United Kingdom, 59% of employers who responded to a survey in 

2011 were offering teleworking, up from 13% in 2006.xiii  

In 2014, the Indeed Hiring Lab saw a preference for flexible work across generations and warns that this 

benefit will become more important as the labor market tightens. “Search terms associated with flexible 

work are consistently among the top terms used by job seekers of any age. This will become increasingly 

important for employees as the labor market tightens, and companies compete for talent."xiv 

There is evidence that many women value flexible work arrangements more than “earning a lot of 

money.”  The Harvard Business Review reported in the 2005 article “Off-Ramps and On-Ramps: Keeping 

Talented Women on the Road to Success” that: 

64% of the women we surveyed cite flexible work arrangements as being either extremely or 

very important to them. In fact, by a considerable margin, highly qualified women find flexibility 
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more important than compensation; only 42% say that “earning a lot of money” is an important 

motivator.  In our focus groups, we heard women use terms like “nirvana” and “the golden ring” 

to describe employment arrangements that allow them to flex their workdays, their workweeks 

and their careers.”xv    

Research from the Pew Research Center in 2013 shows similar attitudes regarding the importance of 

flexible work arrangements over pay among women. “When it comes to what they value most in a job, 

working fathers place more importance on having a high-paying job, while working mothers are more 

concerned with having a flexible schedule.”xvi 

Given that it increasingly takes two working parents to pay a family’s bills and the long commute times 

for many Americans, flexible work arrangements will continue to be very important to today’s workers, 

regardless of their gender or age. 

Form Follows Function. The Pitfalls of Open Office Plans and Cube Farms.  

Let’s now turn our attention to the debate over open office plans vs. cubicles. In my view, the real 

discussion should be about how office designs and flexible work arrangements can be tailored to 

provide employees exactly the technology and space they need, based on where, when and how they 

work. The right office design, combined with flexible work arrangements, can be a real cost saver for 

organizations and a primary enhancer of employee productivity and morale. 

Offices are distracting places, particularly offices with open office plans.  A Wall Street Journal article 

cited academic research showing that the average worker was disrupted every three minutes. It can 

take some workers as long as 23 minutes to return to the original task.xvii  The article goes on to describe 

the efforts of three companies, e-Bay, Abbott Laboratories, and Intel, to prevent office and email 

distractions and to allow employees to have more time for concentrated “heads-down” work.  Many 

open office workers have become ingenious in their ways to prevent disruptions, such as wearing sound 

proof ear phones, hiding behind a large plant, or hanging up a hand-made “Do Not Disturb” sign.  

The pitfalls of open office designs have been known for some time.  In the 1999 Harvard Business 

Review article, “Will This Open Space Work?” author Jacqueline Vischer presents a case study of a 

general manager responding to the CEO’s request for a less costly and more innovative office space.  

The general manager implements an open office environment with the same design and norms for all 

office workers from R&D and marketing to administrative functions. In the process, she does not spend 

time on training and change management. As a result, she runs into sharp resistance from executives 

and employees alike.  The author offers this advice, “The nature of a person’s work should dictate 

decisions about space. Form should follow function”.xviii 

Organizational Psychologist Matthew Davis reviewed more than a hundred office environment studies in 

2011.  He learned the following: 

Though open offices often fostered a symbolic sense of organizational mission, making 

employees feel like part of a more laid-back, innovative enterprise, they were damaging to 

workers’ attention spans, productivity, creative thinking and satisfaction. Compared with 

standard offices, employees in open offices experienced more uncontrolled interactions, higher 

levels of stress, and lower levels of concentration and innovation.xix 
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The October 2014 issue of the Harvard Business Review featured “21st century workspace” with a series 

of articles, including, “Balancing the ‘We’ and ‘Me’: The Best Collaborative Spaces Also Support 

Solitude.” Written by Steelcase researchers Christine Congdon, Donna Flynn and Melanie Redman, the 

article notes that the open office “can foster collaboration, promote learning, and nurture a strong 

culture. It’s the right idea; unfortunately, it’s often poorly executed – even as a means of supporting 

collaboration.”xx 

Their research found that the open office environment leaves employees susceptible to many audible 

and visual distractions and that work is too varied for the open environment to be effective: 

The increased focus on collaborative work means we’re rarely alone, and the ubiquity of mobile 

devices means we’re always accessible. In light of these pressures, it‘s not surprising that the 

number of people who say they can’t concentrate at their desk has increased by 16% since 

2008, and the number of those who don’t have access to quiet places to do focused work is up 

by 13%.  Meanwhile, people are finding it harder to control who has access to their personal 

information, at work and elsewhere. In fact, 74% of the people we surveyed said they’re more 

concerned about their privacy now than they were 10 years ago.xxi 

Their study concludes that “The most successful work environments provide a range of spaces-an 

ecosystem-that allow people to choose where and how they get their jobs done.”xxii  Their research also 

showed that the most engaged employees reported that they had the ability to concentrate easily, work 

in teams without being disrupted and were able to choose where to work according to the task at hand. 

The authors also noted that working from home is not the answer for the long term due to diminished 

knowledge transfer, decreased engagement, cultural disconnection, and because it makes collaboration 

more difficult. They did not provide any evidence for these conclusions, however. My own 

implementation of working from home and other research has found that all of these issues can be 

overcome by requiring that home-based workers come into the office one or two days a week, along 

with setting clear operating norms on how teams communicate and which meetings need to be held 

face-to-face. 

Another Harvard Business Review article, “Who Moved My Cube?” by Anne-Laure Fayard and John 

Weeks provides guidance for open office space designs and effective virtual employee work norms.  The 

authors observe that, “Open floor plans, or indeed any type of office design, can either encourage or 

discourage informal interactions, depending on complex interplay of physical and social cues.” The 

authors conclude: 

The sum of our research reveals that a space may or may not encourage interaction, depending 

on how it balances three dimensions, or “affordances,” that have both physical and social 

aspects: proximity, privacy and permission. 

The most effective spaces bring people together and remove barriers while also providing 

sufficient privacy so that people don’t fear being overheard or interrupted. In addition, they 

reinforce permission to convene and speak freely. These requirements, we’ve found, apply just 

as readily to virtual spaces as to physical ones, although their virtual manifestations may be 

quite different. In either setting, getting the balance wrong can turn a well-meant effort to 

foster creative collaboration into a frustrating lesson in unintended consequences.xxiii 
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Again form follows function. Observations on virtual work arrangements apply not only to virtual teams 

but also to home-based workers and geographically dispersed workers as well.   

In 2016, a Wall Street Journal article cited examples of companies that were trying to address the lack of 

privacy, constant interruptions, drop in productivity, and rise in sick days. A Swedish study of more than 

1,800 workers found that open office space workers were twice as likely to take sick days as workers in 

traditional offices. The authors hypothesize the cause to be more exposure to germs and increased 

stress. Workers complained about the inability to focus, and they were less content with their work 

environment.xxiv 

Companies are beginning to make changes.  Some companies, such as Silicon Valley Bank in Santa Clara, 

CA are backing away from the open office design by adding more private spaces, such as “phone 

booths” to make private calls, and “huddle rooms” for small meetings. Another company, Healthcare 

Source H R Inc. in Woburn MA, got rid of its high wall cubicles, which gave the illusion of privacy but 

actually increased noise level. Instead, they put plate glass walled cabanas in the middle of each floor to 

provide quiet spaces for employees, while maintaining the airy feel of the brightly colored space.xxv 
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Case Study of a successful implementation of Flexible Work Place at a 

1,000-employee site for Medtronic Inc. in Santa Rosa, California. 

The successful flexible work place implementation at Medtronic Inc. in 2010 combined flexible work 

arrangements with a new office space design. The design provided exactly the right technology and 

workspace that employees needed for where, when and how they worked. Form followed function. As 

the leader of human resources for one of the two businesses at this location, I co-lead the design and 

implementation with corporate real estate, and led the local implementation of communications, 

training and change management. Medtronic’s implementation of flexible work place is easily repeated 

in other businesses.   

The program accomplished every goal it set out to achieve. It reduced facility costs, raised employee 

morale and productivity, and reduced employee commuting time and carbon emissions. Key to the 

program’s success was the transparent implementation of open communication, training for managers 

and employees, and careful attention to the establishment of operating mechanisms and norms.  

Here’s how we did it. The initiative began with a strong business case. Then, a model was developed for 

three different types of work styles. A workforce analysis identified the technology and workspace 

required for where, when and how work is accomplished by each job family. A new, more efficient 

physical work environment was designed to meet the needs of each job family. Finally, a methodology 

was used to select which workers would be allowed to work from home, become mobile workers, or 

would be required to report into the office every day.   

The Business Case 

The business case for flexible work place addressed two strategic opportunities. First, reduce the floor 

space required for office workers by 100 cubicles, enabling the two businesses of the company’s campus 

to move out of one leased facility and invest the savings into R&D. Second, attract and retain critical 

knowledge workers. These were often single, young workers who preferred to live in San Francisco 

(which is an hour from the company’s campus) and avoid the commute. The implementation needed to 

occur without a detrimental impact on productivity, morale and turnover. It also required a two-year 

ROI.   

An implementation team made up of corporate real estate, IT, divisional human resources and facilities 

executives presented the business case. The divisional executives approved the concept and gave the 

team six months to gather data and develop a detailed plan. Subsequently, an 18-month 

implementation plan was put in to place for the transition. 
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The implementation plan had an 11-step process, which included a kick-off orientation for all managers 

and a separate kick-off for employees. Key change management steps were incorporated into the 

implementation plan, following the Kotter Change Model. In Appendix A: I have provided a table that 

shows the Kotter Change Model and how it was applied. 

The Model 

The model for flexible work place aligned space and technology with when and how employees and 

teams worked. Form would follow function, not for the whole business but for each job family. The 

model was designed by corporate real estate and influenced by the consulting company DEGW. It 

identified three categories of workers: office residents, home-based workers, and mobile workers.  

Workers could be home-based or mobile only if the technology, space, resources and relationships 

required for doing their work effectively could be addressed. 

Office residents do most of their work in traditional work environment settings, 

often in engineering labs, factories or office buildings. Their jobs require access to 

files that are only available in the office and face-to-face interactions with other 

office-based employees and team members. They need dedicated cubes to do 

heads-down work and benefit from team rooms and flex rooms for group 

interactions, as well as open social spaces designed for casual conversations and sharing of ideas.  

Office residents comprised 75% of the workforce (excluding sales). While they were not allowed to work 

from home on a regular basis, they did benefit from more liberal flextime arrangements. Exempt 

workers, who are required by federal and state wage and hour laws to record their time and report 

whenever they work through lunches and breaks, were required to be office residents. Many of the 

exempt workers were factory workers or lab technicians.   

Home-based workers are employees who work from home three to four days a 

week and do most of their work through their computers. Most of their 

communications is through text, email, phone calls, teleconferences or webcams. 

They tended to be clinical researchers, technical writers, recruiters, IT workers 

and supply chain workers.  

Home-based workers had to certify that they had safe, ergonomically sound home office environments, 

where they could work free from distractions. Home-based workers would no longer have dedicated 

offices or cubes.  When they came into the office, it would typically be for meetings.  Whenever they 

needed to do computer work in the office, they would use a touchdown space. They also had access to 

“flex rooms” for impromptu meetings or private conversations.  

Home-based workers ended up comprising about 15% of the workforce. (Note: the sales force for these 

divisions had been home-based since the 1990s across the US and in many foreign countries).  No 

employee who qualified to work from home was forced to do so. The decision to work from home or in 

the office was completely up to each person.  Some employees did not have a suitable home 

environment for work that was free from domestic distractions. Others craved the daily social 

interactions they found at work.  The vast majority of identified home-based workers took the 

opportunity to work from home. 
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Mobile workers are employees who are constantly traveling to customer or 

supplier sites, or they are moving frequently about the facilities or in and out of 

R&D labs. Mobile workers would no longer have dedicated cubes and, like 

home-based workers, would utilize “touchdown stations” to do computer work 

and “flex rooms” for private discussions and conference calls.   

These workers were brand marketers, facilities workers, human resources 

generalists and R&D technicians. They were assigned lockers (in their departments) for their private 

belongings and either individual or team-based files for file storage. Unless they were in a 

manufacturing setting, they also benefited from more liberal flextime. 

Physical Work Environment Design 

The strategy team was particularly interested in 

workspaces that met the needs of all of the various 

job families. Job families often alternated between 

concentrated work (individually or in pairs), and collaboration. They were sometimes physically co-

located and at other times, they were a part of global, virtual teams. The flexible work place design 

team, lead brilliantly by corporate 

real estate, allowed for varied 

space options to support the 

types of work that employees 

typically did.   

Benchmarking at the time of this 

flexible work place 

implementation revealed that 

over 80% of Fortune 500 

companies had some form of 

flexible work arrangements. 

Dedicated cubes and offices were 

only occupied 40% of the workday 

and actually sat empty 50% to 

60% of the time, resulting in 

wasted space. (Please see the chart at right.) Workers were also tired of large cube divider walls and the 

din in the office. They needed more quiet space for concentrated work and private conversations as well 

as conference rooms with improved telecommunications or web-ex technology.  

An employee survey, time study and sensing session analysis revealed that Medtronic’s office cubes 

were unoccupied 60% of the time. It was also discovered that conference rooms were in hot demand 

during peak office hours and needed to be increased by approximately 20%. This increase could be 

accomplished by a combination of formal conference rooms with web-ex equipment and “flex rooms” 

for impromptu meetings and private conversations.  

The resulting flexible work place design provided effective, dedicated workspaces for office residents, 

while more than 200 cubicles were eliminated. This space savings allowed for more of the types of areas 

that office employees wanted: project space for teams; open spaces for impromptu discussions, sharing, 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

7:00 8:00 9:00 10:00 11:00 12:00 13:00 14:00 15:00 16:00 17:00

Average Empty

Average Temp Unoccupied

Average Not Obtainble

Average Occupied

Office/Cubes 49% Empty 

14% Part-time Occupancy 

37% Occupied 



Victor Assad, Strategic Human Resources Consulting  ©                                                                                                                                                                    11 

and innovation; touchdown spaces for mobile and home-based workers when they were in the office; 

and “flex rooms” for impromptu meetings and private conversations. There were also more conference 

rooms with improved telecommunications and web-ex technologies. Finally, there was more support 

services space for files, copies and employee lockers.   

Directors and VPs kept private offices, but many of them “got into the spirit” and opened up their offices 

as huddle rooms while they were traveling. “Quiet space” norms were also put into place for cube areas 

and touchdown stations. 

Deciding Who Works Where? 

An in-depth analysis by the real estate team determined who would be allowed to work from home, 

who could be mobile, and who would be office residents. (Please see the implementation plan graphic, 

“Change Management on Steroids” on page 11.)   

The analysis was based on employee sensing sessions, management sensing sessions and an on-line 

 

employee survey. Employees were asked how and where they currently did work and their use of 

conference rooms. It included an “observation” time study on how often workers used offices, 

engineering labs and conference rooms. The analysis also tracked the use and booking of conference 

rooms and how often employees traveled about the facility or to customer or supplier locations. The 
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executive team of each functional staff was also interviewed by the real estate team to understand their 

preferences for floor layouts and needs. 

Human resources lead the sensing sessions, communications and change management for the project. 

Management’s Concerns. The management sensing sessions revealed serious concerns that 

productivity would plummet among home based and mobile workers, including: 

1. How will I be able to communicate with home-based and mobile workers? 

2. How will I know they are working? 

3. How do I motivate them and alert them of changing priorities? 

Managers were told that their concerns could be addressed “in the computer” (as opposed to walking 

the hallways), by managing goals and performance, and by setting clear expectations. It was suggested 

 

that they could check to see if employees were working through Microsoft Office software, which shows 

if an employee is working, in a meeting or is off-line.  They were asked to set clear expectations about 

work, goals and operating norms, including when to return phone calls, text messages and emails and 

which meetings should be face-to-face.  

It was suggested that managers adopt standards that employees respond within an hour to text 

messages, unless they were in a meeting, and respond to all emails and phone calls by day’s end. They 
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were also told that the following meetings should be face-to-face: feedback sessions, coaching sessions, 

performance reviews and development planning. Team or project meetings requiring a lot of complex, 

detailed analysis and major emotional decisions or announcements should also be face-to-face.   

Managers were shown research that home office workers consistently improved productivity and had 

higher morale if clear expectations and operating norms were set, and if workers came back into the 

office weekly, as well as for staff meetings and celebrations.   

Employee Concerns. Employees had their own special concerns, most of which centered on the belief 

that their careers would not be taken seriously. As one employee said to me, “I will be seen as working 

in my pajamas all day and watching soap operas.” Employees were also concerned about what to do 

with “their stuff,” since they would no longer have dedicated cubes. They also wanted major 

improvements in Internet speed and teleconference and web-ex meeting quality.  

As a result, the facility workplace plans were changed to provide each mobile worker with a locker in the 

office and a two-drawer lateral file cabinet. The corporate IT function approved major Internet and 

server upgrades to ensure that workers would not experience substantial delays in receiving data and 

opening files from servers. Facilities also made investments that improved office Wi-Fi, 

telecommunications equipment in conference rooms and high definition web-ex. 

To help alleviate employees’ career concerns, managers were encouraged to be extra diligent with 

home-based and mobile worker career planning and to have coaching sessions face-to-face.   

Communications. During the six-month analysis period and throughout implementation, an on-line 

newsletter provided the workforce with updates on facility layout changes, department move dates and 

other important issues. The strategy team also launched an online blog and offered to address any 

questions that employees had within 24 hours. The blog became an important and early means of 

addressing employee concerns. After about three weeks, questions died down. The blog also explained 

the business case for the change and included an animation showing what a typical day would look like 

in the new office environment for office residents, home-based workers and mobile workers. 

Final Plan and Approval. Each function reviewed with real estate its final floor layout and the alignment 

of its workforce among the three work styles. A plan was presented to the executive teams for their “go-

no go” decision. After approval, the facility space build-outs and move-ins began. Human resources 

provided face-to-face training and coaching for managers to help them understand the changes in their 

roles and how to best manage at-home and mobile employees. Face-to-face training was also provided 

to employees to help them understand their new roles and responsibilities, work processes and norms. 

IT provided training on the new technologies. 

Results 

The goals of the project were to reduce floor space by 100 cubicles without a detrimental impact on 

productivity, morale and turnover, which we more than accomplished the project also required a two-

year ROI. The actual ROI was achieved after 1.6 months!!! Here are the rest of the results: 

Satisfaction 

• Home-based workers reported 98% satisfaction with their work style. 
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• Management became 20% more confident they could attract qualified candidates. 

• Turnover was kept low at 4.5%. 

 

Productivity 

• Overall productivity increased by 2.3%.  

• All workers reported an average of 21 minutes/day of improved productivity due to 

the re-designed work environment. Highly credited was the increase in conference rooms 

and “flex rooms” and improved meeting agendas and etiquette.  

• Home-based workers reported a 22% increase in productivity. 

• 59 minutes of added work time/day. 

• 38 minute of added personal time/day. 

Environment 

 

• Reduced 6,750 commuter miles annually.  

• Carbon emissions reduced by 408 tons annually. 

 

 

Asset Utilization 

• Reduced 69,000 square feet of leased space. 

• Reduced recurring costs by $1.2 million/year. 

• Reduced need for future floor space due to fewer worker relocations. 

• Return on Investment (ROI) was 1.6 months rather than 2 years! 

For me personally, the biggest measure of the initiative’s success was offered by the various employees 

who approached me in the hallways and thanked me for implementing this program. They consistently 

told me how beneficial it was for their families, and how the work flexibility, new office designs and 

reduced commute time had improved their productivity. Many employees simply said, “Thank you for 

trusting us!” 

 

Key Learnings 

• Support of top management is vitally important with this type of project.  We had the benefit of 

unwavering, enlightened top management support. 

• Alignment and strong collaboration between real estate, human resources, IT and facilities is 

critical.  

• Form follows function. Begin with a workforce analysis of each function and learn how work is 

actually done. Then, provide employees with the space and technology that supports where, 

when and how they work together. The real power is in marrying a flexible work design with an 

office plan that is tailored to the space and technology your employees actually need—not some 

pre-packaged design or fad. 
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• Exploit social networking technology, such as telecommunications equipment in conference 

rooms and high definition web-ex. It enables success and accelerates productivity, morale and 

innovation. 

• This is an exercise in change management and training as much as it is one of workplace design. 

Anyone telling you differently is trying to sell you something or just doesn’t understand change. 

Make sure you understand manager and employee concerns and have the structure in place to 

communicate what everyone needs to hear, when they need to hear it. Provide the training that 

employees and managers need to understand changes in roles and work norms.  

• Be clear about work schedules, accessibility and downtime. With ubiquitous smart phones and 

texting, managers and employees feel the pressure to respond 24/7. It can’t be done! Top 

management needs to communicate that it is acceptable for employees to have downtime for 

their private lives, rest and leisure. 

• Ensure your entire organization has clarity on goals, operating mechanisms and norms. Establish 

face-to-face time for feedback, performance management, career development and 

celebrations.  

• Take time for socializing, sharing best practices, building relationships, and staying aligned to 

company culture, purpose and values. 
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Appendix A: 

Kotter Change Model Applied to FWP Implementation 

Kotter Change Modelxxvi Applied to FWP Implementation 
1. Create a Sense of Urgency 

Craft and use a significant opportunity as a means 
for exciting people to sign up to change their 
organization. 

 

Need to cut costs, invent in R&D and better attract 
and retain critical workers 

• Researched flexible work models and impact on 
work force 

• Gather feedback from employees and 
management to excite people for the change 

2. Build a Guiding Coalition 
Assemble a group with the power and energy to 
lead and support a collaborative change effort. 

Executive management team 

• Strategy and implementation team of real estate, 
HR, IT and facilities leaders 

• Visible approval and support from executive staffs 
of each function 

3. Form Strategic Vision and Initiatives 
Shape a vision to help steer the change effort and 
develop strategic initiatives to achieve the vision. 

Align space and technology, with when and how 
employees and teams work 

• Involved each functional executive team in the 
FWP design and implementation 

4. Communicate the Vision and Enlist a Volunteer 
Army 

a. Using every vehicle possible to 
communicate the new vision and 
strategies. 

b. Enlist and reward early adopters who are 
ready and urgent to drive change 

Vision was repeatedly communicated with executive 
champions and human resources 

• All-employee meetings, orientations, 

• Training sessions for managers and employees 

• Websites, blogs, e-mail messaging 

• Began with departments most ready to change. 

5. Enable Action by Removing Barriers 
Remove obstacles to change, change systems or 
structures that pose threats to the achievement of 
the vision. 

 

• Addressed the cultural issues that were obstacles 
such as career development for home-based and 
mobile workers and communication norms for 
managers 

• Upgraded IT and telecommunications equipment 

• Embraced social media 

6. Generate Short-Term Wins 
Consistently produce, track, evaluate and 
celebrate volumes of small and large 
accomplishments – and correlate them to results. 

• Allowed modifications to floor plans and 
operating norms 

• Celebrated department transitions  

• Provided updates at all-employee meetings 

7. Sustain Acceleration 
Use increasing credibility to change systems, 
structures and policies that don’t align with the 
vision; hire, promote and develop employees who 

• Incorporated new learnings with next moves 

• Allowed departments to experiment with the 
model, using their own “change agents” 

• Hired home-based or mobile workers 
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can implement the vision; reinvigorate the process 
with new projects, themes and volunteers. 

• Trained workforce on the new work styles, 

operating norms, and new IT equipment 

8. Institute Change 
Articulate the connections between the new 
behaviors and organizational success, and develop 
the means to ensure leadership development and 
succession. 

• Changed hiring, payroll, and office procedures to 
support new work styles 

• VPs and Directors became mobile and home-
office workers 

• Home-office workers were promoted  

 

Victor Assad is a results orientated, innovative and broadly experienced global 

human resources leader and executive coach. 

With over 25 years of experience, Victor has led human resources in fast growth, high-

technology, global businesses for Honeywell and Medtronic.  

Victor partners with leaders to create dynamic cultures of innovation, supported by 

powerful talent management practices and the development of agile leaders and 

effective teams. 

Victor consults with firms in software, healthcare, medical devices/biotech, real estate, insurance and 

manufacturing. 

He has a Master’s degree in human resources/industrial relations from the University of Minnesota and 

executive leadership certificates from Harvard and Kellogg.   

For his insightful blogs, Victor was awarded “top 200” H R blogs by Feedspot. 

 

 

Contact Victor Assad  

707-331-6740 

victorassad6@gmail.com 
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