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S

ounds a simple enough question, but
likely to provoke a mix of emotions that
strikes at the heart of the social and
business dichotomy. On one hand we
like to sit with people that we can get on with;
people that potentially share our interests, both
inside and outside of work. But also they might
be people that are different enough from us to
challenge and stretch us without descending into
acrimony. On the other hand we might put our
‘business’ hat on and consider our current role.
As a technical specialist we might want to sit near
other like specialists to share our learnings and
experiences and deepen our capabilities.
As a line manager I may consider whether I
would like to sit with my boss and be more visible
and aligned with the strategic directions of the
organisation, or alternatively be with my team,
to be a ‘hands on’ manager. As a client facing
person I would similarly be considering whether
it is best to sit near my customers or my service
providers. As a senior executive I would also
have to consider which stakeholders I would
benefit most in being near. Even the idea of
individuals being allocated a ‘seat’, however, is
becoming outdated. Hot desking and Activity
Based Working (ABW) was established to enable
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facilities to be shared more effectively.
Natalie Slessor, Head of Workplace for global
property and infrastructure services giant Lend
Lease states that “Nowadays we never have a
client that does not have improved collaboration
at the centre of their briefs to us. The connection
between business performance and the use of
physical space has never been greater”. Lend
Lease is one the world’s leading integrated
property and infrastructure solution providers.
W it h ove r 10 ,0 0 0 c omplet e d c om me r c i a l
projects including the Athlete’s Village for the
London Olympics in 2012 and more than 200
manufactur ing sites in Ch ina, L end L ease
appreciate that infrastructure solutions require
more than just the bricks and mortar.
The importance of co-location in enhancing
communication and productivity1 has been
highlighted in the research of MIT professor Tom
Allen and what has become known as the “Allen
Cur ve”. A llen confirmed, not unsurprisingly,
the relationship between physical distance and
density of communication. What is surprising
however was that the A llen Cur ve holds true
despite the abundant avai labi l it y today of
electronic communication tools and media. In
other words co-location and space still matters!

WWW.HBRITALIA.IT

Figure 1

The ‘Allen’ Curve

Weekly Communication

Probability of Communication
5
4
3
2
1
0
0

20

40

60

80

100

Distance (meters)

A recent L end L ease workplace study
conducted on the CBD premises of many large
organisations found that on average staff only
spent 63% of their time at the office and of that
time, were away from their desk on average
47% of the time, with the rest of the time being
mobile between other workspaces and meeting
rooms. The average occupancy is just over 30%
overall. Facilities managers are now looking
to design workspaces that can accommodate
more modern and productive activity based
work practices, while at the same time, making
more economic use of the spaces provided. ABW
designs have been credited with delivering huge
savings in occupation costs, but as Slessor says,
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«ABW may be a ‘best practice’ buts its not a one
size fits all. We need to also be mindful of the
organisational culture our clients are looking to
facilitate; which in the end has a huge impact on
productivity. How people wish to collaborate or
not is a large part of that culture”.ABW studies
have indeed identified that the benefits from
increased productivity outweigh the savings on
occupation costs.
The task of assigning workspaces can be very
emotionally charged. By default, workspaces
w i l l of ten be a l ig ned w it h t he for ma l
organisation char t, mak ing the assumption
that the for ma l str ucture a lso ref lects the
preferred work patterns. This assumption is
becoming highly questionable as workplaces
become increasingly interdependent. Workspace
allocation can become a highly emotive issue.
It’s not just about the corner offices. It can be
impossible to meet everyone’s expectations, yet
it’s important that organisations maximise the
opportunity that co-location offers. Despite
the facility offered by modern communications
tech nolog y, physical co-location is sti l l by
fa r t he best mea ns for sha r i ng k nowledge
and maximising productivity. So how can we
converge the duplicity of personal co-working
preferences, natural team collaboration patterns
w ith physical workplace design, to ach ieve
maximum possible productivity?
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Modern organisations are rapidly moving away
from ‘com mand and control’ str uctures to
more ‘empower and support’ frameworks, with
of course social business initiatives leading
the way. It is therefore not surprising that staff
would be given more input into their physical
work ing environment and in par ticular who
they would like to sit near. The essence of this
change is cleverly articulated in “Re-imagining
Work ” 2 , par t of the popular R SA an i mates
series, where the choice of who we choose to
work with and near is increasingly becoming
a personal one. Social Business principles would
dictate that it’s the people themselves, more so than
their management that is best placed to choose
their most productive collaboration partners.
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Figure 3. Traditional

Workplace Assignments

Social Network A nalysis (SNA) is a method
of choice for ana lysi ng and underst andi ng
i n for ma l col laborat ion patter ns. Ty pica l ly
an SNA study sur veys staff about whom they
benefit from working with. Social networking
maps and analytics can then be developed to
assess where the most productive patterns of
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Problem with traditional
floor plan approach:

collaboration exist and also potential productivity
bottlenecks or blockages.
The “who would you like to sit near at work”
question was designed to support projects looking
to consider productive networking patterns into
workplace occupation activities. Forward thinking
facilities design and development firms are now
appreciating that having a deeper understanding
of the natural collaboration patterns of their
prospective clients will enable them to provide
a more convincing design and development
proposition. Slessor comments that «we use a
variety of formats for client surveys; but we find
respondents are not always good at framing what
facilities they need; but the short and sharp request on
who they would like to be co-located with was much
more powerful and effective feedback for us». In a
recent project, Optimice worked with Lend Lease
in developing an occupation plan for a key client.
Lend Lease developed a Workplace Measurement
framework tailored to the client needs that
considers not only the traditional occupation
metrics but also the people and productivity ones
(see Figure 5).
The client objectives were not only to optimise
f loor space usage, but also to configure their
physical spaces to be aligned to their ‘future way
of working’ vision, which included much more
mobility and technical enabled communications.
Some 5,000 staff were asked to nominate and
rate the people they would benefit most in terms
of their personal productivity, by being colocated. As with any SNA study, it only takes
a relatively modest sample to characterise an
organisation’s overall collaboration patterns. By
aggregating at the ‘Team’ level we were able to
quickly identify those teams that feel they would
be most productive when co-located. Additionally,
because we were able to measure the ‘strength
of ties’ between teams we could incrementally
“fill” a building floor with teams preferentially by
manipulating the strength filter, as illustrated (see
Figure 6).
The top panel identifies the two teams with the
highest collaboration score (94), along with the
total number of staff (230) contained within those
teams. Decreasing the strength filter exposes
additional teams with collaboration scores above
(44) as shown in the middle panel, constituting a
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Figure 5.
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total staff of 1723. Decreasing the collaboration
strength even further down to (12) exposes
even more teams configured in several clusters.
Occupancy designers to effectively ‘stack’ building
floors according to stated co-location preferences,
can use the clustering patterns, along with the
staff counter. Note that only just over 3,000 of
the 5,000 staff would have been allocated at this
point. We could continue to decrease the strength
of tie filter to allocate the remaining teams or we
could determine that those teams with only weak
connections could be placed anywhere without
seriously impacting their productivity. If you like,
these teams could be used as ‘fillers’ for floors
only partially occupied.
Glenn O’Rourke, also from the Lend Lease
Workplace team commented «as we were showing
dynamically how the floors could be stacked with
collaborating teams the client management were
immediately engaged by the collaboration patterns
that they had previously sensed, but are now
visualised as data. They felt that the use of data
and evidence could now take some of the emotion
out of what has always been some difficult decision
making».

Roles played
in the “Social Business”

W h i le t he h iera rch ica l organ isat ion char t
identifies the different roles played by participants

Ideale

in the ‘industrial age’ organisation, it’s the
network map, which identifies the key roles played
in the ‘Social Business’. Unlike the organisation
chart, the social network map is less static, with
individuals potentially playing different roles
in changing contexts. For example, a regional
profit centre lead may also play a network lead
for a cross organisation community of practice.
The ‘social business’ is less about ensuring that
everyone has a fixed location, but accommodating
roles that need to be substantially mobile yet
digitally connected. At the same time there will
be specialist technical teams that will still need
to be co-located in more stable and appropriately
equipped accommodation.
Figure 6 identified how SNA can be used to
realize social business principles for co-locating
teams. The science of social networks can assist
in mediating the politics that regularly pervade
office space allocations. There is more to do
however. Cohesive, co-located teams can deepen
capabilities and enhance efficiency. Productivity
however, is not just about efficiency. We know that
a certain level of diversity of connections is needed
to facilitate creativity and to deliver innovation.
Such connections may not require extended colocation, but will require an environment where
serendipitous connections are more likely. Those
staff in roles requiring diverse networks tends
to be those that are more often not in the office
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Figure 6

Using SNA to identify co-location for teams
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and/or not at their desk that often. These people
may feel that nominating permanent co-location
partners is incongruous with their desired mode of
operation. Teams that have no strong ties to other
teams, or at the individual level, those staff without
strong ties are far from being outcasts. They could
be providing critical ‘bridging’ between the more
cohesive teams, providing the important balance
between cohesion and diversity that characterises
high performance organisations.
For the individual, the network ensuing from the
simple question of “who would you like to sit near
as work?” can be much more than your position in
a popularity contest. While you may have a view
of whom you would benefit from being co-located
with, even more insightful is who, if any, have
nominated you as someone that they would benefit
from being co-located. The following framework
identifies potential organisational roles played,
based on the pattern of networks that one sustains:

T h e t e a m s i d e nt i f i e d i n F i g u r e 6 wo u l d
substantially contain ‘practitioners’, largely
con nected w ith i n the team and to a lesser
extent to other teams. Those teams with denser
internal connections could be characterized
as ‘specia l ist s’. Specia l ist tea ms reg u la rly
provide the core technical capabilities for the
organisation and co-location is an even more
cr itical factor in sustaining this advantage.
The connections bet ween these teams
effectively represent the core value chain for
the organisation.
The ‘Agents’ and ‘A mbassador’ roles identify
t e a m s a n d /o r i n d i v i d u a l s w h o s u s t a i n a
more d i ver se su it e of c on ne ct ions. T h i n k
of a ver y effective f unctiona l ser v ice team
who are in demand for their ser vices across
t he orga n i sat ion . Te a m si zes for ‘A gent s’
and ‘A mbassadors’ are l i kely to be smal ler
a nd more mobi le t h a n ‘ P r ac t it ioner ’ a nd
‘Specialist’ teams and are likely to occupy only
the peripheral positions in networks identified
in Figure 6. It’s the Agents and Ambassadors
that are likely to value the informal connection
spaces.

Figure 7.
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Like hierarchies, social business networks contain
some roles that are more influential than others.
The difference however is that this influence is
exerted through personal capabilities, more so
than the authority of position in a hierarchy.

The Interface Between
Physical Space
and Social Business
Performance

T here a re ma ny t r ig gers for orga n isat ions
wanting to take the “Social Business Journey”.
For m a ny of t he l a r ge r mor e e st a bl i she d
busi nesses, it ca n b e a desi re to t ap i nto
t h e p r o m i s e of mo r e e n g a ge d e mp loye e s
a nd cl ient s, g reat er c ol lab or at ion , ag i l it y
and account abi l it y. T here is a lso the need
to accom modate a generat iona l cha nge i n
workforce participants, who have scant regard
for hierarchies and bureaucracies. For others
it may be to capture the spirit of innovation
enjoyed by start-ups who by nature, operate
by socia l busi ness pr i nciples. W hether it’s
a business crisis brought about by a radical
ch a nge i n a m a r ket pl a c e; a ne w r a d ic a l
strateg y for getting closer to the customer;
or si mply t he ne e d t o up d at e, ex pa nd or
contract office accommodation, the change
journey is the same. The four journey stages
o f Un d e r s t a n d i n g , P l a n n i n g , E x e c u t i o n
a nd Gover na nc e ident i f ied w it h t he O pen
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Knowledge Social Business Index (SBI) need to
be equally present, independent of the trigger.
I n th is ar ticle we have pr i ncipa l ly covered
activities in the “Understanding” phase. In the
table below we match the SBI guidance with
the context of physical space”:

Table 1.

Social Business Index “Understanding”

SBI Understanding

Phisical Space
Understanding

Potential impact of the social paradigm
on business processes

Potential impact of physical space
design on business processes

Limits and obstacles to adoption

Physical and cultural factors
that may impact on productivity potential

Readiness and propensity
to Social Business

Cultural readiness for a physical
workplace environmental changes

ICT Infrastructur and Architecture

Physical and ICT infrastructure
and Architecture

Similarly for the SBI Planning, Execution and
Gover nance phases the context is extended
to accom modate the physical env i ron ment
infrastr ucture in concer t w ith the common
c u lt u r a l / p e o p l e m e a s u r e s t h a t u n d e r p i n
i n c r e a s e d p r o d u c t i v i t y. T h e w o r k p l a c e
measurement framework show n in Figure 5
i llustrated this. Planning could potentially
incor porate a need for staff to come to the
office to work because of the collaborative
productivity benefits available through faceto-face collaboration, as Yahoo CEO Marissa
Mayer infamously dictated to staff recently.
Such a mandate would not have such a negative
connotation if the workplace were somewhere
where people chose to come to because it was
where they felt most productive. Execution is
about delivering a physical workspace consistent
with the principles articulated in the planning
phase. Finally, governance would be facilitated
by t he measurement f ra mework , show n i n
Figure 5, to ensure that the anticipated value
from the initiative has been fully realised.
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Closing Thoughts

In this article we have articulated the important
role that physical space plays in realising the
business value available through the adoption
of social business principles. Unlike many of
the symbols of a social business transformation,
physical space is a very visible demonstration
of an organisation transforming. For instance,
t he v isu a l message t hat a t ra nsfor mat ion
f rom a physica l space cont a i n i ng ‘batter y
hen’ standardised open plan cubicles, to more
modern activity based spaces. Such workspaces
seamlessly blend the collaborative, social and
private workspace needs of an agile workforce,
and can be compelling for both employees and
their customers.
E x c h a n g i n g ‘ E x e c u t i v e A l l e y ” fo r o p e n ,
unrestricted collaborative spaces sends a strong
and message about a desired workplace practice.
It can set the scene for a cultural transformation.
The establishment by National Australia Bank
of a shared, open and collaborative innovation
space for use by their customers sends a clear
message that innovating with our customers is
what we are about.
The transformation to the Social Business is
pr i ncipal ly about people and organ isation,
but the physical workspace is now play i ng
an i ncreasi ng ly i mpor t ant role i n such
transformations. The marriage of the analysis of
social networks and the work spaces provided for
them is a powerful combination, and the means
for maximising value from a transformation to
new ways of working.
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Figure 8.

Which workspace do you prefer?

Figure 9.

NAB Village Customer Innovation Centre

NOTES

1. See “Workplace, Space and Connectedness”, http://
blog.optimice.com.au/?p=336
2. http://www.thersa.org/events/rsaanimate/animate/
rsa-animate-re-imagining-work
3. http://www.woodsbagot.com/project/nab-villagecustomer-innovation-centre-melbourne-australia
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