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have the “proof” people typically seek. 
And this points to a fundamental CRE 
dilemma: Intuitively we know our physi-
cal surroundings affect us, and yet we still 
struggle to provide enough substantiated 
studies to carry into the board room with 
certainty to convince a company to over-
haul its work environment.

Today, real estate in and of itself may 
not be as valuable for its ability to make 
money as it is for translating organiza-
tional strategies into physical design. 
When a company’s leadership makes this 
perceptual shift – this leap – real estate 
moves front and center. Organizational 
strategies acknowledge the impact of peo-
ple to drive long-term benefits over first 
costs. A firm’s traditional measures and 
financial benchmarks remain intact and 
are complemented with a benefits-based 
value proposition.

CRE is in a unique position to support a 
company’s largest asset base – its people – 
with real estate and workplace solutions. 
We are asked regularly to come up with 
performance measures to show the value 
created through real estate changes. As 
consultants we have obliged with bench-
marks and metrics generally accepted by 
the marketplace.

we must find alternatives to the past. We 
need to remind ourselves of the obvious; 
it doesn’t make sense to assume we can 
remain relevant in a changing organization 
without changing ourselves.

A different Approach
This is where we are today, playing a new 
game by old rules. We need to look at 
our challenges from a different perspec-
tive. There is no easy button, so rather 
than try harder maybe we need to try 
differently. We are seeing this happen-
ing in new work environments and the 
organizations willing to explore options. 
Different also requires perspective; recog-
nizing work as part of what we do in the 
course of our lives and not an end-all or 
be-all for most people. The over analysis 
of data to find a single solution to prove 
how real estate affects an organization is 
fraught with black holes and dead ends.

This brings me to the recent CoreNet 
Global London Summit, where I co-facil-
itated a breakout session – “Let’s Make a 
Change, You First.” Bill Benjamin, a key-
note speaker, mentioned that we usually 
feel before we think, and our emotions 
trump behavior. It’s certainly possible 
to feel something to be true and yet not 

I
n our role as consultants, we are 
often asked, “How can I influence 
change in my organization?”

It’s a complicated question 
because, in many respects, what 

we thought was true in the past about 
change in the real estate space is now 
altogether different. We are seeing an 
increase of corporate real estate (CRE) 
professionals leading the discussion.

Recently, a colleague and I traveled 
around the country and delivered a talk 
to CRE audiences titled “Aren’t You 
Listening? I Need an Office,” which has 
sparked strong debate. The underlying 
issues are universal – not limited to one 
culture, industry sector or generational 
group. We are faced with confusing data, 
conflicting messages and changing defi-
nitions – even something as simple as 
what an office is and how work is valued 
by an organization.

The effects of the 2008 economic down-
turn will be with us for a long time. We 
can look back, but it doesn’t help us much 
in making sense of today or thinking 
about the future. And this present requires 
a high level of adaptability, because doing 
the same thing and expecting a different 
outcome brings confusion and stress. So, 



percent of a company’s costs are in its 
people and technologies, we searched for 
a lever to add the work environment to 
these conversations. 

ROI/Human Capital Calculator
We developed a methodology to explore 
savings benefits that might offset a com-
pany’s business case analysis for real 
estate and facility costs. We started small, 
limiting factors where we could forecast 

how an organization works and then 
turned our attention to its real estate and 
workplace strategies. We decided to look 
at the work environment first. By using 
evidence-based workplace tools we could, 
with relative accuracy, assess how an orga-
nization was working and the opportunity 
for performance improvement.

Most company’s vet their significant 
strategies and risk positions among their 
leadership group. Knowing that about 90 

Our team was doing the right things 
propelling our business forward. We were 
growing as a practice, revenues were 
up, and the path was clear to continued 
success – in a traditional sense. When it 
came time to evaluate our performance, 
it occurred to us that yes, our individual 
strengths were important – to us – yet 
what really mattered was how our over-
all performance affected the company or 
firm’s value. This idea led us back to our 
client studies, investigating organizational 
and workplace outcomes measured on the 
impact of the work force overall rather 
than as individuals. Notwithstanding the 
standard measures related to real estate 
and building performance, we dove deeper 
into the impact of physical space on the 
work force and the potential contribution 
to a firm’s overall value.

It is hard to dispute that physical space 
has an impact on people and an organiza-
tion’s success. The problem was how do 
you have that conversation in a meaning-
ful way, and why did it matter?

We flipped the premise of finding out 
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impact and work with clients to find out 
if it was useful. The ROI/human capital 
calculator we developed has a scale to 
adjust factors such as work flow, adjacen-
cies, commute times, sick days, health 
and wellness, lost time, attraction and 
retention rates over a three-year period 
for a company. We then compared the 
results to industry benchmarks, strategiz-
ing gains and losses based on various real 
estate and workplace scenarios.

Several key points: 
1. Three years was the period used 

because going back further put us at the 
economic downturn and skewed the data. 

2. A company has to be willing to share 
confidential information. 

3. We were not supplanting established 
financial criteria or scorecards, rather we 
were looking at offset savings benefits. 

4. We assumed employee participation 
at 25 percent for leveraging gains since 100 
percent participation was unrealistic. 

5. It’s a working model for further con-
versation, not an algorithm.

We aren’t alone in these studies; we 
found other organizations exploring simi-
lar ends but most designed around one or 
two factors and were not looking at the 
links between physical space, people and 
organizational success.

Here is an example. For a population of 
1,000 people, with 25 percent employee 

participation, a projected two percent 
increase in productivity, retention of 3.5 
percent (industry norm) and gaining one 
additional hour of work a day, the savings 
year over year was upward of $1 million. 
For a capital expenditure of $10 million, 
the offset benefit over 10 years would 
drive the cost near zero.

For now, this is one more tool for CRE to 
evaluate long-term benefits over first costs 
of physical assets and goes a long way to 
supporting new work environments while 
positively impacting shareholder value.

supporting research
During peer review for this article, a 
comment was made that people already 
work more than eight hours a day, so why 
would anyone suggest asking anyone for 
an another hour and believe we could 
maintain employee morale, attract and 
retain talent and increase performance?

What we found in supporting research 
is that most people do not actually work 
productively for eight hours. Distractions, 
interruptions and even travel time can 
take up two to three hours in a workday. 
Our contention is that through better 
workplace strategies, there are ample 
opportunities to increase effective work 
outcomes within the standard workday.

Is this an arguable premise? Is this 
more intuitive than based on quantita-

tive data? The answer is probably yes. 
The real question is – is it an interesting 
place to start? We believe it is because it 
changes the rules of the game so dramati-
cally that we are forced to reevaluate our 
frames of reference, potential biases and 
outdated rules of thumb.

This may sound all too familiar, maybe 
too simple – to the point that you may 
not take it seriously. We know we want 
to change for the better, but it is hard to 
make the effort. We must work smarter, 
look at our industry differently and change 
our frames of reference. Not everything we 
do begins with hard evidence; there is art 
in the science of CRE.

The truth is no one can fix the future for 
us. It’s a global phenomenon experienced 
individually. Silver bullets and riding off 
into the sunset are reserved for the mov-
ies. We should not treat organizational 
change as a spectator sport. Considering 
the fluidity of real estate solutions, cul-
tural shifts, accelerating technology and 
rising importance of sustainability, no one 
can truly control or stop organizational 
change. It’s complicated, interdependent 
and requires our collective actions.

What a tremendous opportunity. It 
is our individual problem to solve, and 
each of us is in a position to handle it. 
We own it, cannot delegate it, and our 
growth will be determined by what we 
feel and do in the present.
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Figure 2: Improvements for a Better Work Environment
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