Defining, understanding and
applying the science behind
effective workplace experiences
Workplace experiences - the science series

Interserve is one of the world’s leading support services
companies. Our 80,000 people operate across a range
of workplaces and environments, helping to make these
places better for those who use them. We understand what
matters to businesses, their people and their customers –
but we are always looking for ways to do things better; to
continue to question, learn and improve. This research is
crucial to our understanding of the working environment
and its importance to businesses, and is just one way in
which we are putting ingenuity to work for our customers.

Workplace experience – the science series
Over the past 20 years the workplace industry in the UK
has been fixated on improving asset efficiency. Workplace
density has gradually risen, driven by the need to reduce
operating costs and maximise productivity. But somewhere
along the line, we forgot about the impact this has on the
people who work and visit these environments.
The number of knowledge workers – employees whose
main capital is their knowledge, experience and intellect
– is rising at an inexorable rate. Creating environments
that harness this knowledge and creativity is vital to
commercial success. Yet organisations do not apply the
same science and sophistication to the creation of their
office workplaces as, say, a manufacturing company
would for one of its factories. They know that achieving
productivity and efficiency is important, but very few
companies truly understand how to design workplaces that
imbue these qualities in their workforces.
While the design of a modern factory is guided
by logic, process and science, the design of most
modern workplaces is often led by emotion, opinion
and guesswork. But just because most organisations
don’t believe there is a science to designing effective
workplaces, doesn’t mean there isn’t one.

In the consumer world, huge amounts of research is
carried out to understand how to create environments
that engender certain emotive responses; from excitement
and enjoyment at an amusement park, to the desire to
purchase products at a retail outlet. If we are to truly
understand how to harness productivity and engagement in
the era of the knowledge worker, this level of science and
research needs to be applied to the corporate world too.
Interserve is leading a comprehensive research project to
define, understand and apply the science behind designing
effective workplaces. Working in partnership with leading
workplace change experts Advanced Workplace Associates
(AWA), we will explore how organisations can better
understand the link between working environments and
commercial success and develop a suite of materials,
tools and methodologies to design and deliver effective
workplace experiences.
This will be a two-year research programme,
with a series of research-led reports published
throughout. In this initial white paper, we will
outline in more detail some of the concepts
we will be exploring and set out the agenda
for subsequent reports in this series.

Jeff Flanagan
Managing Director –
Commercial, Interserve
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The rise of the knowledge worker
All organisations have knowledge workers – those who
‘think for a living’. Some have more than others and
some, for example in service-based industries, are more
reliant on their knowledge workers for their ongoing
commercial success.
Knowledge workers include among their ranks designers,
consultants, engineers, architects, scientists, lawyers,
accountancy specialists, researchers, brand specialists,
software engineers, managers, and c-suite executives.
While it’s true that all employees think as part of their
jobs, for these employees it is the quality of thinking,
creativity and the ability to fuse their knowledge with
that of others that generates value for
an organisation.

During the era of heavy industry, productivity was
improved by the streamlining of processes and the
effectiveness of machinery. In the new, service-led world,
productivity is driven by whether an organisation can get
the most from the brains and energy of its people. In this,
the workplace plays a vital role.
Organisations need to take a much more considered and
scientific approach to how they design their workplaces.
They need to invest in creating positive workplace
experiences that help workers to be the best they
can be; exciting them, inspiring them, and solidifying
their relationship with their employer. These positive
experiences also act as a magnet to bring talented new
employees in at all levels of the organisation.

Over the next 10 years we are likely to see technological
advances such as artificial intelligence and digitisation
make more and more process-related roles redundant.
The proportion of employees classed as knowledge
workers will increase. As it does, so will the importance of
the workplace as a tool for driving productivity, supporting
the recruitment and retention of workers, and creating
and maintaining an engaged and effective workforce.

“

The proportion of employees
classed as knowledge workers will
increase. As it does, so will the
importance of the workplace as a
tool for driving productivity.

”
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Understanding how we
experience the workplace
Put simply, an experience is ‘an event or occurrence
which leaves an impression on someone’. At a biological
level, this impression is generated by an individual’s five
senses which, in combination, trigger a certain emotional
response within the brain.
An experience is also very personal. Five individuals given
the same sensory stimuli could potentially experience five
completely different responses; influenced by everything
from their values, culture and history to their emotional
state at that time.
This happens on a second-by-second basis. There may be
multiple touch points, but the individual will compute
these myriad influences as one overall experience.
In the context of the facilities management industry, this is
important. The user of a workplace - whether an employee
or a visitor – will neither consciously acknowledge nor
care whether their experience is being created by the
organisation itself or an outsourced provider. It is all one
experience to them.
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The workplace experience
design model, as shown here,
highlights the factors that
influence your experience.

How workplace experiences
are shaped

How experiences affect
engagement and productivity

To illustrate this, think of a newly hired employee
entering their place of work for the very first time. What
messages are being communicated to the employee by the
organisation, and what feelings
will they generate?

There are a myriad of factors that influence the
engagement and productivity of an employee, from
the management and team structure around them to
their daily commute and the type of work they do. Now
companies are starting to recognise that the physical
working environment and the way employees experience
this environment are also significant contributing factors.

•	What is the first impression generated as they enter
the car park or the front entrance? How did it look/
sound/smell?
•	What feelings are generated by the building itself and
its entrance area? Does it say a company is big and
powerful? Or does it say it cares?
•	How well organised is the registration process? How
welcome are people made to feel? Are they provided
with useful information?
•	What do the design, decor and presentation
of the office say about the organisation? Do
they reflect the perception that already exists
of the organisation?
All these touch-points impact upon the impression
created of the organisation in the mind of the employee.
And often, this first impression is more telling about the
organisation and the relationship it has with its customers,
partners and people than any of the marketing information
you will read on the company’s website or in its materials.

Cost cutting and the workplace
experience

There are two ways in which the experience of
the workplace impacts upon a person’s engagement
and productivity:
1.	At a functional level – does the workplace and
its infrastructure enable an employee to perform
competently and consistently? Issues such as noise,
poor lighting and temperamental IT can consume an
employee’s energy and concentration, causing tasks
to take longer, increasing mental fatigue and often
reducing the quality of work being undertaken.
2.	At an emotional level – does the workplace
experience make an employee feel good? The desire
to create a positive environment for employees is
a clear indication that an organisation is willing to
invest in its people. A failure in this regard can have
a significant negative impact on the employee’s
perception of the organisation and its commitment
to their health and wellbeing.
Establishing a positive workplace experience is vital
to help employees deliver their best work every day
and continually inspire them to contribute all of their
knowledge, creativity and energy for the benefit of
their organisation.

Property costs in the UK are among the highest in the
world. CBRE’s Global 50 Index puts London’s West End
office space as the most expensive in the world, with a
total occupancy cost of £191.75 per square ft – a cost per
workstation of well over £20,000 per annum. The City of
London also features in the top 10 (8th place) at £104.34
per square foot.
Corporate conversations about the workplace for the
past 20 years, therefore, have been largely focused on
cost. For real estate and facilities management teams,
the brief more often than not is focused on efficiency
and maximising workspace density. Strategies such as
agile or ‘activity-based’ working, when implemented
correctly, can optimise the use of the workspace; but they
do not consider the quality and nature of the workplace
experience, or its impact on productivity.

“

Strategies such as agile or activity-based
working can optimise the use of the
workspace; but they do not consider
the quality and nature of the workplace
experience, or its impact on productivity.

”
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Designing workplace experiences
Workplace experiences can be designed. Of course,
you cannot govern how a person will react to a certain
environment – but you can take steps to increase the
chance that the person will have a positive experience.
Creating an experience that enables employees to
achieve their potential and which reflects the personality
of the organisation is not easy. It requires not just an
understanding of the science behind the workplace
experience, but a true understanding of the organisation
and its needs.
To achieve this, a number of questions must be considered:
•

Business drivers – What is the organisation trying
to achieve commercially and in what ways does the
working environment impact
on these drivers?

•	
Culture – What is the organisation’s culture, brand
and personality, and how can this be reflected in the
workplace environment?
•	
Audience – Who are the organisation’s key audiences,
both internal and external, and how will the
experience differ between them?
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•

Cost - What can the organisation afford?

•	
Consistency – What needs to be done to ensure the
same experience can be delivered consistently and
reliably on a daily basis – through economic ups and
downs, at different sites, and in different regions?
•

 daptability – How long will the workplace
A
experience be relevant for – is it a once and forever
thing or should it keep evolving as the organisation
grows and changes?

•	
Segmentation – How does the organisation break
down? Will different parts of the company need
different workplace experiences? Are some more
important than others?
•	
Productivity – How productive is the workforce,
and how can this be improved? What role will the
workplace experience need to play?
•	
Collaboration – What roles will in-house teams and
external service providers play in delivering the
workplace experience?

Establishing the science behind
workplace experience
Given how much time and resource is dedicated to this
in the consumer world, it is surprising very little research
has been undertaken into the science behind workplace
experiences in business.
As part of this research programme, we will be looking
at how consumer organisations design experiences, and
understanding how and where this applies to the corporate
environment. We will be underlining this with detailed
case studies of corporate best practice in workplace
experience design, and using this intelligence to create a
robust methodology that organisations can apply to their
own operations.
The programme will follow a four-step process:

1

Research – determining
a scientific approach
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A complete review of academic research
developed by universities around the
world on the design of consumer
experiences, carried out with AWA’s
research partner, the Centre for EvidenceBased Management (CEBMa).

2

Mapping case studies –
workplace experience
in practice
Identifying case studies from best-inclass organisations from consumer-facing
companies such as theme park operators,
airlines, hotels and software houses as
well as examples from the corporate
world, and investigating the processes
and approaches they use to design and
deliver great experiences.

This is the start of two-year programme to undertake
a scientific analysis of the true factors effecting
workplace experiences. It will combine the best
available science with best practice case studies from
leading consumer organisations. The end result will
be a systematic process for defining and delivering
workplace experiences.

Establishing the
methodology – a best
practice approach to
workplace experience
Informed by scientific research and the
practical experiences of best-in-class
organisations, we will create a step-bystep process for designing effective
workplace experiences.
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Creating a practical
toolkit – delivering great
workplace experiences
Finally, we will build a toolkit of
resources and supporting data to allow
organisations to create and maintain
effective workplace experiences.

This will enable organisations to maximise individual
and community productivity, reflect the personality of
the organisation and help organisations achieve their
business objectives.
If you would like to know more about the project or
how it can support you – please get in contact with
either Interserve or AWA to find out more.

Defining, understanding and applying the science behind effective workplaces

7

About the
workplace
experience
partners

About Interserve
Interserve is one of the world’s foremost support services
and construction companies. Our vision is to redefine
the future for people and places. Everything we do is
shaped by our core values. We are a successful, growing,
international business: a leader in innovative and
sustainable outcomes for our clients and a great place to
work for our people. We offer advice, design, construction,
equipment, facilities management and frontline public
services. Headquartered in the UK and FTSE listed, we
have gross revenues of £3.6 billion and a workforce of circa
80,000 people worldwide.

About Advanced Workplace Associates (AWA)
AWA are a group of great people from different
disciplines who have a common outlook on the way work
should be. We love to improve organisations through
new ways of thinking and working. Our approach is
a unique blend of scientific analysis, creativity and
cultural change – we use all three to make a change
at work. Since our birth in 1992 we’ve worked with
organisations of all sizes in most sectors. The common
denominator: people. All our clients are looking to
optimise the use of their people and offices to improve
business performance.

Website: www.interserve.com

Website: www.advanced-workplace.com

Get in touch:

Get in touch:

Jeff Flanagan
Managing Director - Commercial, Interserve
E: jeff.flanagan@interserve.com

Andrew Mawson
Founder, Advanced Workplace Associates
E: amawson@advanced-workplace.com

Interserve
Capital Tower
91 Waterloo Road
London SE1 8RT
Telephone: 020 3267 1200
E: info.support@interserve.com
www.interserve.com

