
BACK TO THE OFFICE
A WAKE-UP CALL ABOUT THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT



INTRODUCTION

An inspiring workplace is a strategic tool to boost productivity and create happy people. The
workplace concepts we have seen in the last couple of years brought us workplace diversity,
but were not people centered. We asked ourselves the question: what activities are
performed in the office and what are the key workplace elements that define a productive
working environment? Are there differences between the age categories or generations?
Where do they work? Do we still need the office and how can we create a workplace
people want to work at?

The secret to a working environment that truly supports the people working in it is simple:
involve them and co-create!

By involving users in our research we determine the elements that shape an empowered
office. An empowered office is best defined as an office where users can choose how they
work and are facilitated in their needs. In this way thee office becomes a strategic tool to
boost businesses and create happy people.

Sounds easy doesn’t it? We all want our users to be proud of their work and the
environment they work in.

WOW is constantly looking for new opportunities and solutions that support the working
environment. This survey is the starting point for our continuous research to recognize trends
and challenges in the field of office work.

We started our quest using social media channels. Soon the survey was discovered by a
group of 275 office users who participated in our research (thank you for that!).



PEOPLE

Currently four generations are working together in the office. The majority of the questioned
office users (Fig. 1) is part of a group that we define as young professionals (<25-35 years
old). As the survey was filled out by only 275 people, we cannot say this is a true
representation of labour today, but these young professionals are clearly more engaged to
this survey.

Although men are the biggest group among our respondents (Fig. 2), there are more women
than men among the group of young professionals (60%). It makes young professionals a
more balanced group in terms of gender diversity. In general, the majority of our
respondents represent companies that are either small <50 employees or large corporates >
1000 employees (Fig. 3) Next to the more balanced gender diversity among

young professionals there is also a link with the organization they work in. The largest group
of young-professionals (40%) works for a organization >1000 employees. Another group
that seems to be related to the size of an organization is office users >40 years. More than
50% of office users >40 years is working for a small organization with <50 employees. An
explanation for this observation could be the Dutch entrepreneurial climate where more and
more professionals are self-employed (CBS, 2016).

Our participants work in various industries (Fig. 4). The largest group (40%) consists of a
mixed group of commercial and governmental organizations. The other groups are more
heterogeneous and in some cases professionally involved with the subject of the working
environment (e.g. real estate, facilities, HRM).

71% men 29% woman

Consulting| 10% Architecture | 5% Other | 40%Fin. Services | 15%Facilities | 30%

26-35 | 47% 36-45 | 17% 46-55 | 20% 56-65 | 7%<25 | 7%
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50-100 | 11% 250-1000 | 17% >1000 | 36%100-250 | 4%<50 | 31%



WORK, WORK, WORK…

ANYTIME, ANYPLACE
The office used to be the primary place for the execution of work. As technology enables
people to work anytime and anywhere, a shift has taken place and the office developed
itself into a workspace. The digital workplace enables us to access data to perform our jobs
anytime, anyplace. Ever since we have the tools available to choose where we work, people
have become more flexible. However, we humans are social animals by nature and
therefore the office has an important role in our working life. Our study underlines the
importance as 71% of our respondents spend their time in the office (Fig. 5).

The majority of office users works 32 hours or more (Fig. 6). Even 36% of the respondents
works >40 hours a week with peaks up to 90 hours a week. That looks like total dedication
as it has a big impact on work-life balance. Translating this number to e.g. the Dutch
population of office workers it would mean that 1.8 million people would be affected.

WORK-LIFE BALANCE?
Work-life balance has become an important topic since new ways of working gave us the
tools and responsibilities to manage our work. A side effect of this development is the way it
shaped loyalty as we are 24/7 connected to work. Shaping loyalty is nice for employers,
however you should be aware that it does not take over life. Making proper arrangements is
key to prevent workers from burn-outs or illness.

Important to notice is that we did not find a connection between the number of working
hours and the percentage of people that work outside the office. Therefore the flexibility to
work anyplace, anytime cannot be explained in terms of working hours.

<32	hours |	3%

32-40	hours |	61%

>40	hours |	36%

Working	in	the	office |	71%

Working	outside	the	office |	29%

“Man is by nature a social animal” 
- Aristotle
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Working	in	the	office |	71%

Working	outside	the	office |	29%

<32	hours |	3%

32-40	hours |	61%

>40	hours |	36%



PRODUCTIVITY

ESSENTIALS OF THE OFFICE
In many cases we see workplaces where you do not want to work. Some organizations even
prefer employees to work from home as there is scarcity of workplaces in the office. What
do these workplaces have in common? In many cases the organizations forgot the
‘essentials’ that shape the basis of a productive working environment: an up-to-date office
that facilitates the activities and needs of the office user.

In the past, most offices were designed based on function or role. Managers were usually
assigned to a dedicated room equipped with a large desk and meeting table, whereas other
employees were located just around the corner in a noisy and open environment sitting
behind a desk. Unfortunately ‘the past’ is still the present as many offices still look like this
today.

BASELINE OF ACTIVITIES
Prior research and experience in this field helped us to determine a simplified baseline of
five activities that covers all facets of office work. Understanding these activities provides you
with the basic toolkit that can be used to determine space planning. Space planning is the
process of creating a floor plan based on the activities performed in the office. We
questioned the respondents about the activities they perform at the office and the type of
furniture they use. On the next page you find a summary of our baseline activities.



ACTIVITIES BASELINE

§ ACTIVITY 1 | PROCESSING
Processing is an individual activity that is mostly performed behind a desk. It involves
creating or reading by using a computer and takes at least a couple of hours. The work
requires an ergonomically adjustable chair and desk that can be set to the users’ personal
preferences. The position of the desk can vary from a quiet and closed space (focus) to an
open office space.

§ ACTIVITY 2 | MEETING
Meetings take place in groups. The number, size and design of the meeting rooms depends
on the needs of the organization. For a team update or scrum session a standing table can
be sufficient, but for a board meetings or presentations a large table, comfortable chairs and
a presentation screen are usually required.

§ ACTIVITY 3 | REFLECTING
Informal two-person meetings can benefit from alternative spaces such as a lounge seat or
pantry table. It usually does not take more than a simple laptop for an effective bilateral
conversation. A change of scenery and posture provides a welcome ambiance and enhances
movement during the day.

§ ACTIVITY 4 | CO-CREATING
Working together on a project or a team document is an effort that needs the right tools and
environment. It usually creates a buzz and can hinder other colleagues. The use of acoustic
materials and the right positioning is key. A project table provided with data and power
outlets, adjustable screens and ergonomic chairs is most ideal.

§ ACTIVITY 5 | INFORMING
Informing usually takes place in dedicated office spaces as it involves large groups of
people. This could be an open or closed office space like an auditorium. Examples of
informing are an organization update, product presentation or knowledge sharing session.



GENERATIONS OF WORK
The time spent on the five baseline activities varies among respondents. However, we did not
observe patterns between age categories (Fig. 1). In response to the context of four
generations working together in the office, we conclude that age has no impact on the
activities our respondents perform in the office. Even though work processes have changed,
people have adapted.

Darwin once told us that the ones that are most adaptable to change will ‘survive’. As
people adapt to the work they perform, Surviving is a matter of adapting to work, the
workplace should facilitate that work and cannot be a goal on itself. Should the workplace
change the way we work or should the way we work change the working environment? The
workplace should facilitate the way we work and cannot be a goal on itself.

FUNCTIONALITY VS VARIETY
What has changed is the function of today’s offices as we perform different activities here
(Fig. 7). The office has become a place where people meet, not just a production zone.
Although the execution of desk work (or processing, 34%) is still the most common activity in
office work, the impact of informing, meeting, reflecting and co-creating (totals 63%)
logically requires other types of furniture (see baseline activities). But why do we not
recognize a pattern with the variety of office furniture (Fig. 8) that is used to support these
activities? There are two perspectives that answer this question when looking at our data
analysis.

1. In many cases the office users are not facilitated in their activities and therefore they
cannot choose the right furniture or office space (not empowered). In an empowered
office users can choose how they work and find workplaces that support them in their
needs.

2. On the other hand, office users might feel comfortable with traditional furniture as they
perceive particular furniture as unproductive or do not know how to use it. It often
occurs that office users are not informed about when to use particular furniture or office
spaces. Then, choosing the traditional desk makes people feel more comfortable
(perceived as a proven concept).

Process |	37%

Reflect |	16%

Meet |	22%

Co-create |	14%

Inform |	11%
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Process Reflect Meet Co-create
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THE OFFICE AS A SERVICE

KEY WORKPLACE ELEMENTS
A more traditional use of the office defines the standard. The majority values functionality
over diversity (Fig. 10) which might be the reason for our respondents to stick to traditional
furniture such as desks and meeting tables. Although the respondents prefer traditional
furniture the majority of 84% (Fig. 9) would be happier with an adjustable sit-standing desk
than a non-adjustable desk (16%). Think smart when replacing desks as the cost price of
traditional desks equals the costs for a sit-standing desk and boosts vitality!

On the other side of the list (Fig. 10) we find the workplace elements our respondents value
the most. Top listed is ambiance and appearance (20%). The next three elements represent
another 50% of the total value and are defined as the ability to work together, meet and
socially interact. These elements define the key elements the workplace should facilitate. It is
all about the basics if you ask our respondents.

PEOPLE CENTRICITY
Since the late 90’s organizations implemented concepts like new ways of working: a
working environment that facilitates flexible working and offers a (large) variety of office
furniture. The concept enables users to work in a different way and offers choice
(empowered) but it lacks people centricity. A people centered approach lets the user
influence the workplace requirements. This reduces the risks of implementing a concept that
is not fit for purpose. We see people centricity will eventually shape ‘the office as a service’:
the office refers to empowering people and service refers to an environment that anticipates
the user’s needs. Recent studies (Empirica, 2016) show that the workplace, facilities and
culture (46%) are already valued over salaries and benefits (44%). An important factor that
contributes to this change in perception is the effect of millennials entering our working
population. Change is coming...

“Change is the only constant” 
- Heraclitus

Adjustable	sit-standing	desk |	84%

Non-adjustable	desk |	16%
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FOLLOW, LIKE & SHARE!

INSTAGRAM https://www.instagram.com/wow_makeitwork/

FACEBOOK https://www.facebook.com/wowmakeitwork/

LINKEDIN https://linkedin.com/company/wow-make-it-work

AUTHORS

WOW MAKE IT WORK

Thomas van den Broecke
Chantal Bausch

Want to get in touch?

Web: www.wowmakeitwork.com
Mail: info@wowmakeitwork.com


