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The role of workplace in achieving corporate success was the focus of the recent Amsterdam Workplace Discovery Forum held at Deutsche Bank in Amsterdam. Special thanks to Susanne Dreyer, MCR, Head of CRES Netherlands, Deutsche Bank AG, for hosting the event. The program was co-facilitated by CoreNet Global’s Ron Adam, Director of Learning, Europe, and Tim Venable, Vice President of Knowledge Services.
Synopsis of Key Workplace Issues, Challenges and Opportunities
The opening group discussion focused on adoption of new workplace strategies, or alternative workplace strategies (AWS).

AWS is a good approach for one company that needs to downsize its portfolio. “We have to reduce our office space 30 to 40 percent” in response to the economic downturn,” it was noted.

“Our struggle on workplace innovation is not the technical side of it, but the cultural side of it,” an occupier stated. “How can we convince the people to change their way of working? Should it be top-down, led by the C-Suite? And how can we accommodate the interests of both older and younger workers?”

For another firm, adopting AWS was a way to accommodate modest increases in headcount without expanding the portfolio.

“For us, the starting point on new workplace strategies was being sustainable,” said another end user whose company places great value on sustainability and corporate social responsibility, or CSR.

“In our company, each business is under pressure to keep their earnings up, and the amount of real estate they have affects that,” noted an occupier. “So that helps with acceptance of desk sharing and so on.”

A firm whose approach for AWS includes a strong C-Suite mandate noted that despite the senior-level support, the new workplace “cannot be a one-size-fits all” solution. “Country by country, we learn that there are different requirements. Also, we are trying to figure out the right balance between the physical workplace and the virtual workplace. That is ongoing.”

It takes six to nine months to do the change management related to workplace transformation, another occupier stated. “We spend a lot of time in focus groups to help people adjust to change.”

A summary of workplace issues, challenges and opportunities revealed in group discussion includes:

· Pressure to reduce costs and shrink the portfolio helps makes the case for new workplace strategies (AWS)

· Change management related to AWS

· Accommodating the needs of multiple generations in the workplace

· Country-by-country differences in deployment of and acceptance of AWS

· Finding the right balance between the physical workplace and the virtual workplace: how much time in the office is enough?

· Deploying AWS, with the requisite changes in office design and layout, can be challenging in existing, older buildings

· Carbon footprint reductions and sustainability improvements can be a deliberate (or unintended) benefit of AWS

Case Study Presentation: Sybase

Jos Teunissen, MCR, Director, EMEA Real Estate & Facilities, Sybase, presented on a recently completed workplace transformation at the company’s facility in the UK. “This was the largest project in Sybase in 2009, so it had high visibility,” Jos reported.
According to Jos, who’s been with Sybase for some 17 years, the trigger or catalyst for the project was the sale of the building. 

“We did a site search to see about other buildings in the area. It was to our advantage to stay in the building we were in. Of course, we knew we needed a refurbishment.”

The landlord, ING Real Estate, was eager for Sybase to stay in the building which, while entirely serviceable, was “old fashioned, with a lot of cubicles,” as Jos put it. “They offered some nice incentives. So I jumped at the opportunity to make this a nice corporate environment.”

It is important that the office help attract and retain employees, Jos explained. “It’s very hard to get the right people, with the right talent,” he said. “And our CEO believes that people should be in the office so they can socialize, collaborate and exchange ideas.” 

A key element was moving to an open environment vs. the more traditional fixed-wall offices and cubicles. “We looked at cost, but not only cost,” he said. “We also looked at softer factors.”
Sybase implemented a ‘hot desk’ policy to minimize the number of desks required. “Employees picked for this were those who do not spend a great deal of time in the office,” Jos said. “Customer service and administrative staff were assigned a desk. Top managers, and those needing privacy, such as employees handling legal matters, got an office. We have fewer private offices now, and the ones we have are roughly 20 percent smaller.” The refurbished space also offers more meeting areas.

The heavy construction work, the noisy work, was done during weekends. “It was less disruptive to do it that way,” Jos said. “In fact, we received compliments on how the refurbishment did not disrupt our employees with noise.”

It was important to Sybase that all construction materials were recycled or made from recycled materials.

“We used low partitions because it increases conversations,” Jos explained. “People talk to each other more.”

In terms of time frame, the final contract negotiations and the company’s internal approvals process took a full year. Building approvals were particularly time consuming. “But the actual refurbishment took just 23 weeks,” Jos said.

The refurbishment was just completed in October 2009, and informal feedback from employees thus far has been very positive. “But we’ll do a formal post-occupancy survey too,” Jos concluded.

Special Workplace Presentation

Representing CoreNet Global’s Workplace Community, Jan-Peter Kastelein of Nyenrode Business University gave a presentation on leading trends in the workplace.
“I started in the health-care field, where it is very important to make informed decisions,” he began. “It was said that ‘Doctors cure, buildings heal.’ Today I think I can help people to heal through the world of workplace.”
Jan-Peter cited a number of key trends or issues. Examples include:
· Four-generation workforce

· Skilled labor shortages

· Supporting networks (e.g., LinkedIn, Facebook)

· Space efficiency

· Space effectiveness

· Environmental sustainability

· Emerging markets and globalization

“Many of these are not new,” Jan-Peter stated. “But what is new is that it all comes together, all at the same time, in a kind of ‘Perfect Storm’ in the workplace.”

Indeed, these are challenging times for CRE and workplace managers. Jan-Peter drew upon a quote from Charles Darwin to underscore a key point: “It is not the strongest of species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.”

There’s always a tension between intuition and evidence, he stated. “But most decisions regarding workplace are not based on data. It is very hard to know that workplace changes are directly causing increased business performance.” This – tying CRE and workplace changes to increased business performance – remains the ‘Holy Grail’ of our industry, the group agreed.
Jan-Peter then discussed a Google case study, examining workplace changes in Zurich, Stockholm and other cities. What the company is trying to find out is this: Does the workplace really improve employee productivity?

At Zurich, the company’s main engineering center outside the United States, there’s always free food and drinks, plus coffee corners, billiards, and massage. And there’s a playground-type slide to go down from floors 4 to 1. Google’s Zurich employees average just 28 years old and 40 percent have a Ph.D.

A workplace that supports the mission of the business and the productivity of the employees, Jan-Peter concluded, “is not all about technology. It’s not all about the space. And it’s not all about the people. It takes a balanced approach among all three.”
Case Study Presentation: Microsoft

Ed Folge, Area Portfolio Manager WE, and Sabine Heiss, Workplace Services Manager CEE, presented on Microsoft’s new office near Schiphol Airport.
Sabine’s introductory comments noted that key workplace performance metrics for Microsoft include the efficiency with which the workplace is used, the effectiveness with which it adds value to the business, and how well it expresses Microsoft’s values to customers and employees.
She also discussed worker mobility at Microsoft, which is viewed along a spectrum. On one end of the spectrum are desk-bound employees. At the other are externally mobile employees who are dependent on virtual communications.

Microsoft’s former location in Amsterdam was Buildings 1 and 2 at Schiphol Rijk. But the company knew it needed a new, different kind of workplace.
“We considered what our future needs were,” Sabine said. “We wanted to have staggered take-up. We wanted growth options. So we did a comparison of alternatives.”

The new office is close to the former location, so access for existing employees was not an issue. There’s ample surface parking. And even though the building is just a five-minute walk from the airport, there are no problems with noise. Jets taking off on the nearby runways are barely audible inside the new office.

Of particular interest to Microsoft in a new facility was a big floor plate of some 21 meters wide. “Eventually the landlord agreed to do it,” Sabine said.

Key elements of the new workplace include:

· Productivity

· Collaboration

· Ability to combine work and private life

· Flexible working hours

· Freedom to work anywhere

It’s a completely open environment, with lots of natural light and a wide range of workspace styles to suit employee needs. The layout fosters greater staff interaction and communication.
“We don’t have any assigned seats,” Ed reported. “The only assigned space at the new facility is the lockers. My office is 11,000 square meters – and in fact all our employees have 11,000 square meters.”
In designing the facility, “we combined data with gut instincts,” Ed explained. “We had a strong architect, and we also had a strong project management team.”

As illustrated in short video clip, employees view the new facility as a big success. 
“We feel so lucky to be able to work in this kind of space,” an employee says.

Another employee, one based at the company’s headquarters in Redmond, Wash., visited the new facility in October 2009. He too was complimentary of what Real Estate & Facilities had accomplished in creating the exciting new workspace.
“Thank you for pioneering,” Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer said.
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