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For the past twenty years, the idea of the office has been undergoing change. Driven by technology, the 
ability to work anytime, from anywhere has freed us from the traditional constraints that dictated where 
work was performed.

By late 2019, concepts of agile workspace, hoteling, hot desking, and Activity Based Working had taken 
hold and were becoming the standard way of designing and using office space. Then the pandemic. During 
the month of March 2020, the world collectively decided that the recently discovered novel Coronavirus, 
COVID-19, represented an immediate danger to health, and the world went into lockdown. Every job that 
could be done working from home was.

At the moment we are in an interim period. A limited return to the office has begun, but since there is 
not yet a cure or vaccine for COVID-19, office use is accompanied by significant requirements for social 
distancing, limited occupancy, deep cleaning and incident tracing.

Eventually, a vaccine or cure for COVID-19 will be found and people will again be able to socialize and 
interact without fear of serious illness. It is likely however, that the office we return to will not be the 
office we left. The massive work-from-home experiment that the world undertook proved that people can 
work remotely. While there are some decided downsides to working from home, there are also significant 
benefits including better environments for work requiring concentration and major time savings due to no 
commuting.

This paper explores what the new normal might look like and how the office might be re-imagined.

Introduction
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Any discussion of the new workplace must start with consideration of how work has evolved in the past 
fifty years as the world has moved from the industrial age to the information age. We do not yet have 
sufficient understanding about how people spend time individually and in groups to produce results, but 
the following trends are clear.

Trends in Working

Trend 1 – Work Can Be Done Anywhere

Over the past two decades, advances in technology have 
enabled many people to perform their jobs remotely. 
According to Gallup, the number of employees in the US 
working remotely for part of their workweek increased from 
39% in 2012 to 43% in 2016.1 Gallup notes that although 
some employees work exclusively at home, a growing 
number divide working time between the home and office.

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a massive exercise 
in remote working that will have long-term effects, even 
after the pandemic ends. White-collar workers gained 
familiarity with tools for video conferencing, screen sharing 
and cloud-based productivity tools. Managers learned that 
workers can be productive even when out-of-sight. 

When the pandemic is over and it is once again safe 
for people to work in office environments without social 
distancing, it is likely that the percentage of people 
working remotely for at least part of their workweek will 
have increased dramatically.
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Trend 2 – Work is Less Routine

As part of their mandate to understand the US economy, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis published 
a research report analyzing trends in cognitive or white-collar work and manual or blue-collar work. The 
research looked at routine tasks versus non-routine tasks and concluded that routine cognitive and manual 
tasks were in decline, being replaced by algorithms and robots. Jobs with non-routine cognitive and manual 
tasks were growing. The take-away idea for workplace planners is to provide workspaces that minimize 
distraction.

Trend 3 – Understanding of How 
Work is Done in Groups

Professor Alex Pentland at MIT has been a major 
researcher in the area of collective intelligence. 
He has studied how interactions within a team 
and between teams result in improved group 
productivity.2 As workplace planners seek to 
create environments that support collaboration 
and random encounters, they would benefit by 
better understanding the principles of group 
behavior.
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Pentland’s research has found three primary factors that drive team performance:

Energy – The number and nature of communication exchanges between members.

Engagement – The distribution of energy among team members. The more that all team members 
participate in communication, the higher the team’s performance.

Exploration – Communication that team members have outside their group. Pentland’s research shows 
that this is critical for innovation and generating new ideas. 

Pentland’s research teams at the MIT Media Lab have developed a wearable device called a sociometric 
sensor that can track interactions between individuals. Working with volunteer subjects, the technology 
has been valuable in better understanding face-to-face communication. This research can help workplace 
planners in creating environments that foster interaction between employees.

The devices were used by researchers from Harvard in analyzing the effect on employee communication 
of changing an office from traditional to open-plan design.3 Ironically, the study found that changing to a 
more open environment shifted communication from face-to-face, generally considered the most desirable 
form of communication, to less desirable text and email. These findings have been controversial since they 
contradict recent workspace design trends. It is worth noting, however, that the sample sizes were small 
and the open-plan design was not coupled with an unassigned seating approach. The controversy of the 
study notwithstanding, the use of an evidence-based approach is a significant breakthrough in better 
understanding human work behavior.

Sociometric Sensors to Better Understand Human Interaction

Source: www.news.mit.edu
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Rarely in modern times has a health issue 
had such a dramatic effect on society and 
business so quickly. During the month of March, 
2020, the world went from normal patterns of 
work and life to an almost total shutdown of 
employment, commerce and socializing.

Almost overnight, office work shifted to 
being done remotely. When retail and work 
establishments began re-opening several 
months later, it was with significant constraints 
on social interaction. Until a cure or vaccine 
for COVID-19 is found, the world will continue 
in this constrained state.

COVID-19 and the Pandemic Workplace

Source: FMS:Analytics

Ultimately a cure or vaccine for COVID-19 will be found. Although initial availability of a vaccine might be 
limited, it is likely that within a year most people in developed countries will have been vaccinated and 
social interaction will be again possible without masks or six feet of separation. 

Like many major societal events though, the pandemic will leave a legacy. In the case of the COVID-19 
pandemic, that legacy will be significantly greater acceptance of remote working. 

Remote working was surprisingly successful during the pandemic. While it will not continue at the same 
levels, the benefits will ensure that it will continue at a higher level than before the pandemic. Among the 
benefits are:

• Enhancing work that requires concentration
• Significant time saved from not commuting
• Employee flexibility to manage work-life activities
• Allowing employees to have greater autonomy in performing their work

While some employees might shift to complete remote work, it is likely that a great many more will end up 
with a split schedule, working from home several days a week and in the office the remaining days.

After the Pandemic
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2. Learning & Mentoring

Most jobs require knowledge that goes beyond 
what can be learned in a book, classroom or 
video. This real-world knowledge is most 
effectively gained in an informal, unstructured 
environment. This is easy in live settings but 
difficult when working remotely. Digital tools 
such as Slack and Microsoft Teams that support 
informal chatting can help, but they tend to 
have both limits and downsides.

Some corporate executives will ask the question of whether corporate office space is even needed. With 
remote working having worked out much better than imagined, the idea of completely virtual companies 
has gained currency. Indeed, over the past twenty years, there have been examples of companies, mostly 
in technology fields, in which all employees work remotely.

While some companies may in fact choose to go completely virtual, there are at least four reasons why 
office space will continue to be important.

Four Reasons Why We Still Need Office Space

While video-conferencing is completely adequate 
for routine meetings, some activities need the 
benefit of high-bandwidth interaction that supports 
the nuances conveyed with body language, 
facial expressions and the use of whiteboards 
or flip charts. Activities such as product design, 
brainstorming, strategizing and discussing painful 
or difficult topics are all done more effectively in 
live, face-to-face settings.

1. Robust Collaboration



9

In his book, “Change Your Space, Change Your 
Culture”, Rex Miller writes about visiting companies 
with highly engaged work cultures. “In our visits 
to these highly engaged companies, we began 
to understand that space is a proxy for culture. 
In other words, the spaces – the actual designed 
places for work, conferencing, exercise regimens, 
eating, walking and the like – reflected the values 
of the company and also changed the patterns of 
behavior and interaction.”

3. Company Culture

4. Human Connection
Human beings need social interaction for life 
satisfaction.

In his recent book, “Together”, former US Surgeon 
General Vivek Murthy writes that “One of our most 
important sources of connection is the workplace. 
Given that most of us today spend more of 
our waking hours on the job than at home, and 
many of us interact more with our colleagues than 
with our non-work friends, we need meaningful 
connection at work to sustain us.” 

Although tools such as chat and video conferencing 
can partially compensate, they do not provide the 
human connection of face-to-face communication 
that is provided by an office environment.

In the words of SonicRim president, Uday 
Dandavate, “Culture is not about behavior. It is 
about someone else’s sense of identity. People 
choose to be in environments they can identify 
with. Every organization has its own ethos, services, 
and products. The future of work is giving people a 
workplace that is tied to their sense of identity”

The human interaction that is part of office work is 
a key element in building a sense of teamwork and 
fostering a sense of identity.
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Much about the future is uncertain, but business 
will continue valuing effectiveness, efficiency and 
flexibility in their workplaces. The hybrid workplace 
that combines the flexibility and efficiency of 
shared workplaces with liberal remote work 
practices meets all three criteria.

The Hybrid Workplace- 
Combining the Best of 
Office and Remote Work

Here are the three key aspects of the new hybrid workplace:

Even before the pandemic, working from home on a part-time basis was on the rise. The Coronavirus 
pandemic accelerated that trend. The management challenge in the future will be scheduling. From a 
team and departmental perspective, the preferred arrangement would be for everyone in the group to be 
in the office on the same designated days. From a real-estate perspective, distributing utilization over the 
work week is preferred to make optimum use of real estate.

1. Expanded Remote Working on a Flexible, Part-time Basis

The term “utilization” is defined as the percentage of desks 
in use at any given time. Before the pandemic, many facility 
managers observed that fewer than half the workstations in 
most offices were being used, a utilization rate of less than 
50%. Following the pandemic, the increase in working from 
home will further exacerbate this phenomenon. 

With the cost of real estate in most locations, utilization rates 
of 25-50% will be considered unsustainable. The solution 
to maintaining real estate cost effectiveness will be shared 
desking. By adopting the practice of unassigned seating, 
companies will be able to reclaim those workspaces, 
increase utilization, and provide sufficient workspace while 
reducing their real estate footprint.

2. Shared Desking
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Until recently, it has been very difficult to understand how buildings and workspaces were actually being 
used on a day-to-day and hour-by-hour basis. Casual observation showed dramatic under-use of space 
with many unused offices and cubicles, but companies depended on labor-intensive walk-around surveys 
to develop trustworthy evidence.

With advances in sensors, wireless communication and machine learning, this has changed. Today workplace 
planners can collect detailed, hour-by-hour utilization data that can be analyzed to determine usage 
patterns and peak loads, providing trustworthy, actionable data. Systems that are providing impressive 
results include the following:

3. Using Technology to Manage the Dynamic Workplace

• Badging Systems – Access card systems have always been a useful source of data to determine the
number of people entering a building on a given day. Advances in algorithms and machine learning
have provided ways to interpolate results and adjust for gaps and anomalies in this data.

• Wi-Fi Access Points – Modern Wi-Fi access point devices can collect locational data on connected
wireless devices such as smart phones, tablets and laptops. Generally, the data is anonymized to allay
privacy concerns. Algorithms can correct for anomalies and result in utilization data by building, floor,
zone and workspace.

• Motion Sensors – Motion sensors installed at each workstation provide very accurate and granular
data that can be used to truly understand utilization by day of the week, by hour and by department.

FM:Systems’ utilization dashboard showing data from badging systems and Wi-Fi access points
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• Environmental Sensors – These sensors can measure temperature, humidity, volatile chemicals (CO2), 
lighting conditions and noise levels.

• Stereoscopic Cameras – These optical sensors installed over doorways or corridors can accurately 
and anonymously count the number of people entering and leaving a defined space. This can provide 
accurate and actionable data on the number of people attending and using meeting rooms and 
collaboration spaces.

• Smart Lighting – Modern lighting systems incorporate motion sensors that can determine which portions 
of a building are being used. Although these systems are not granular enough to count individual 
occupants, they can provide good general information on utilization patterns.

FM:Systems’ environmental sensor and dashboards

Once systems are in place for collecting data, analytics can be used to determine average utilization, 
peak utilization and hourly or daily utilization patterns. This analysis can guide decisions on real estate 
strategy, departmental relocation and transition to unassigned workspaces.

Good analytics from these systems are also important to assure people throughout a company that a 
change to desk sharing will not result in running out of seats.

Organizations that are installing occupant sensors or collecting data from smart phones should be sure to 
communicate clearly to employees beforehand, explaining the reason for the project, assuring employees 
that data will be private and anonymized and addressing any concerns raised.
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Developments in digital information screens 
and integration of enterprise systems have 
enabled an array of devices and technology 
that enhance employee workplace experience. 
Of particular interest are the following:

The Digital Workplace -
Enhancing the Employee 
Experience

• Scheduling systems that allow hoteling workspaces, focus rooms and meeting rooms to be booked 
in advance.

• Meeting Room Information Screens – Tablets installed at each meeting room and integrated with 
company calendaring systems let people know instantly if a room is available and, if so, let them book 
the room on-site. These devices also let users check-in to their scheduled meetings, helping to improve 
the accuracy of utilization data.

• Information Screen Devices for Hoteling Workspaces – Similar to the meeting room screens but 
smaller, these devices can show at a glance whether a workspace is available and if so, allow an 
employee to book the space for short-term use.

• Wayfinding Systems – Large screens showing floor plans provide valuable navigation assistance for 
employees and visitors, helping them locate particular meeting rooms or other locations.

• Visitor Systems – Visual systems used to enhance the visitor check-in process.

FM:Systems’ wayfinding and workspace reservation solution
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While the idea is simple, successful execution the 
hybrid workplace and shared desking requires 
attention to some operational details. In this 
section of the paper we will explore aspects of 
individual and collaborative workspace.

To successfully manage a shared desking workspace, employees cannot leave personal items in workspaces. 
Some organizations provide small lockers or rolling storage bins that can be used for personal items at the 
end of each day. There must also be a clean-desk policy that requires clearing of all personal items from 
workspaces at the end of the workday.

Clean Desks and Lockers

The use of what is called open-plan desking or benching has become a popular replacement for workstation 
cubicles in the last decade. Many designers believe that this creates a more active, live environment that 
is more appealing to work in.

The Coronavirus pandemic has placed the concept on hold since it does not provide sufficient worker 
separation, but some significant pushback to the concept was being seen even before the pandemic. The 
lack of privacy and the preponderance of interruptions were seen as a significant downside to the idea. 
This debate might not be settled for a while, but after the pandemic ends, we suggest considering the 
following: 

• If you do opt for an open-plan design, keep the size of the individual workspace somewhat generous.
A width of at least five feet is preferable, with some sort of privacy screen between employees facing
each other, along with the possible inclusion of a worksurface return.

• People are different. Some people prefer more open, livelier work environments while others prefer
enclosure and privacy. An office should incorporate a variety of workstation styles and encourage
employee to find the workstation that suits them best for the work they are doing at the moment. For
example, providing focus rooms or “phone booths” for use by employees when they have work that
requires concentration or privacy can compensate for the drawbacks of open-plan design.

Open-Plan Desking versus Workstations

Guidelines for 
Implementing the 
Hybrid Workplace
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Different tasks require different workspaces. To 
mitigate the problems of distraction in open-plan 
workspaces, many organizations are providing 
focus rooms or what are popularly being called 
“phone booths.” These are very small single-
person workstations with a glass or partial glass 
enclosure. They are not intended to be used 
all day but can provide a productive space for 
tasks requiring concentration or privacy.

Focus Rooms and “Phone Booths”

Hoteling is the practice of providing a 
workspace that can be used for short periods 
of time. Many companies utilize a booking 
system that allows occupants to reserve these 
spaces for several hours or days. It is beneficial 
in ensuring that visitors, employees that usually 
work remotely and part-time employees are 
assured of adequate workspace without the 
expense of providing these individuals with full-
time assigned workspace.

Hoteling can also be used for special workspaces 
such as focus rooms, allowing these spaces to 
be booked when needed.

Hoteling
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One option workplace planners should consider is the use of “neighborhoods.” With this practice, groups of 
workstations are assigned to departments. Employees can choose to work at any workstation within their 
department’s neighborhood. 

Benefits of this practice include: 

• Making it easier to locate co-workers.
• Utilization analysis at the department level which can improve planning.

Downsides of the practice include:

• A reduction in random inter-departmental encounters, thus reducing opportunities for serendipitous
innovation.

• Additional management time required to maintain the balance of seats needed for each department.
• Constraints on space utilization. The new hybrid workplace might result in greatly expanded remote

working, but with departments deciding to have most of their employees work in the office on selected
days. Departments would alternate their in-office days for overall space efficiency, but would need
more space on their in-office days than would be available in a neighborhood.

Neighborhoods

The hallmark of modern office work is the portion of work done as a group effort. While scheduled meetings 
will continue to be used, there is significant value in unscheduled, unstructured encounters for sharing 
information and spawning innovation. A well-designed agile workspace will include spaces for two to 
three people to have short, impromptu discussions.

It has become common practice to accommodate this need with soft lounge-type seating or a break-
out table and chairs in an open area. We suggest that consideration be given to providing spaces with 
acoustical privacy to avoid disruption of nearby workers. Also, easy-to-use computer monitor support to 
facilitate screen sharing from laptops should be considered.

Collaboration Space
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There has been much attention given to the effect of generations on workplace preferences. We hear 
comments such as “Millennials don’t want to work in their father’s office.” While there is some truth to this 
view, it is a generalization and probably an over-simplification. If by “father’s office” we mean the endless 
gray “cube farms” of the ‘90’s, it is likely that no one wants to work in those environments. Also we are 
seeing changes in societal workplace preferences that we interpret as generationally specific, but are 
actually true across generations.

Generational and Societal Workplace Preferences

One of the beneficial byproducts of the co-working movement is the emphasis on creative or “cool” design. 
The repetitive gray “cube farms” of twenty years ago are now widely seen as detriments to attracting and 
retaining talent. Design elements that should be considered include:  

• The use of natural materials such as stone and natural wood
• Color, particularly used as accents
• Daylight
• Exposed structure and HVAC ductwork
• Use of talented interior architects and designers
• Plants and “green walls”
• Incorporation of fun spaces

There is one caution to be mindful of. The use of exposed structure instead of acoustical ceilings can result 
in noisy spaces. This can be mitigated somewhat with the use of acoustical “sound clouds” or baffles and 
white-noise systems. Just remember that those acoustical ceilings and furniture partitions were there for 
an acoustical reason and removing them can result in unintended consequences.

Creative Design
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Cloud-Based Information Systems

For unassigned workspace to be effective, documents must be available electronically and not depend 
on paper files. In addition, computer access must be supported from anywhere, so offices will need either 
widespread use of laptops or roaming profiles deployed on standard desktops, so employees are not tied 
to specific computers. Finally, the use of information systems that are cloud-based will facilitate easy 
transition between workplaces and between home and office.

Co-Working

A recent addition to agile workspace practices has been the popularity of co-working, which is the practice 
of people from different companies sharing a common workspace. This concept emerged from technology 
incubators that were designed to provide workspace for start-up companies with uncertain futures without 
expensive tenant fit-out or long-term leases. The idea first gained popularity with freelance creative 
professionals and became widely known through the company WeWork. Before the pandemic, co-working 
had become an accepted solution for companies of all sizes to trim out space needs without the burden 
of long-term commitments.

During the pandemic, co-working spaces have been either shut down or greatly constrained due to the 
high level of social interaction associated with co-working space design. When the pandemic is over 
however, it is likely that co-working will regain its popularity, largely driven by the need for workplace 
and real estate flexibility
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With agile workspace though, we need to introduce some new terms and metrics:

Seat - A desk, workstation or office intended for use as a workspace, either assigned or shared.

Capacity – The number of seats, both assigned and shared in a location. It is useful to determine counts 
by type of space and to track meeting space capacity separately from workspace capacity.

Headcount – The number of people using workstations in a location including both people with assigned 
workstations and remote employees who occasionally use shared workstations on a non-assigned basis.

When calculating headcount, we suggest including contract workers but not including service workers 
such as maintenance technicians, food service workers or custodians who do not require workstations.

Utilization – The percentage of desks, workstations and offices in use at a given time.

Average Utilization – The average utilization over all time periods in a chosen time range.

Absolute Peak Utilization – The maximum utilization over all time periods in a chosen time range.

Design Peak Utilization – Assuming a study period of at least a month, it may not be necessary to design 
for absolute peak utilization. We suggest instead using a practical “design peak utilization”. One approach 
is to determine the peak utilization that occurs within a percent of days, typically using a number around 
98% or 99%. In other words, the number of workstations will be sufficient for 99 out of 100 days and full or 
overbooked 1 out of 100 days.

In any case, the facility planner will want to ensure that there are some backup options for employees who 
encounter a full office. These might include working in a cafeteria or some shared use of unused meeting 
spaces.

Mobility Ratio – The ratio between an organization or department’s headcount and the number of 
seats needed. This number would typically be 1.0 for traditional workspace and greater than 1.0 for agile 
workspace. The terms “Staff to Seating Ratio” and “Sharing Ratio” are equivalent terms that can also be 
used. The mobility ratio is useful for planning the number of seats that are needed by for an organization 
and various departments. For example, a field sales group of 100 people with a mobility ratio of 2.0 would 
need 50 seats to accommodate their needs.

Space management used to be simple: Count the seats and call that 
capacity. Count the people and call that demand. Compare the two and 
make sure you had a few more seats than people.

Metrics - Defining Our Terms
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Organizations converting from traditional workplace design and practices to agile workspace will benefit 
from good change management. Elements of good change management include the following: 

• Engaging a consultant who specializes in workplace change management.
• Robust communication leading up to the change that explains the reasons for change and provides

information on new amenities being provided.
• Prototype workstations set up before the transition.
• Soliciting employee ideas on workspace design.
• Providing offsetting benefits such as expanded work- from-home policies, additional collaboration

spaces, contemporary design and upgraded technology.
• If neighborhoods are used, allowing some departmental autonomy in design.
• Providing extra assistance on move day, particularly with technology.
• Development of new workplace policies where needed.
• Attention to workplace etiquette with intervention when needed.
• Soliciting feedback from employees after the transition on what is working well and what might be

improved.

Change Management
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We are in the midst of a revolution in the workplace. The Coronavirus pandemic has accelerated this 
revolution as people, through necessity, found new ways of working.

There is much we do not yet fully understand about cognitive and collective work, but without question, it is 
the job of the workplace manager to make work, work better. Understanding and utilizing agile workspace 
is one of the key elements to creating the new blended workplace of the post-pandemic era.

Closing Thoughts

Contact FM:Systems 
www.fmsystems.com

E-mail:  info@fmsystems.com

U.S. Toll Free: (800) 648-8030

International: +44 (0) 20 300 200 14
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