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Workplace productivity 
 
In business, productivity is everything, write Adam Mactavish, operations director, and 
Elizabeth Greenhill, senior sustainability consultant. It drives efficiencies, creates profits and 
promotes economic growth. The human element is critical: if staff are to give the very best of 
themselves, they need to be happy, healthy and motivated. 
 
Getting that right can involve a lot of different elements: good training and development; 
employees feeling challenged and valued; a positive corporate culture and empathetic 
managers; a team ethos and clear lines of responsibility. 
 
There is another key factor. The workplace environment also makes a tangible difference 
when it comes to productivity. In fact, research suggests that improvements to this could lead 
to gains of between two and three per cent. 
 
Creating a better place to work isn’t just about improving the physical fit-out of the building, 
although a dingy and overcrowded office is clearly going to be an impediment to performing 
well. 
 
It includes the actual location of the workplace as well as the quality of the immediate 
environment – clean air, temperature, light, and so on.  
 
Get it right, and it can have a real effect not just on the morale of individuals, but on the 
bottom line. If an efficiency boost of up to three per cent can be achieved, then the 
productivity gain is roughly equivalent to 30 per cent of the annual office rent in central 
London. In other locations, it can rise to a dramatic 75 per cent. 
 
What, though, makes a productive office? At Currie & Brown, we have worked with the 
British Council for Offices, a leading UK-based forum for the discussion and debate of issues 
affecting the office sector. 
 
We have identified four different elements which need to be considered in creating a good 
workplace environment. It should be healthy, supporting and improving individual wellbeing 
in the workplace and efficient, making good use of space, time and information. It also needs 
to be effective, enabling people to do their work well, and engaging – looking and feeling like 
a great place to work. 
 
Creating a better workplace environment is something that should be a priority for the 
property professionals within an organisation who manage the company estate. 
 
It doesn’t necessarily need to have a huge impact in terms of capital expenditure - even 
some straightforward internal decoration can make a substantial difference - but it is probably 
the single most important contribution that a property specialist can make to corporate 
success. 
 
There is often a belief that overheads can be reduced by cutting back on available floor 
space, leading to lower rental payments, or by moving to a less expensive location. While 
doing this will probably achieve some savings, it also risks making staff unhappy and less 
productive, more than offsetting any financial gain. 
 
According to Leesman Index data, the highest performing workplaces are differentiated by 
levels of satisfaction with communal and informal work areas, the variety of different types of 
workspaces, and décor and tidiness.  
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The same study also showed that more than 40 per cent of the 270,000 respondents 
surveyed globally felt their office did not help them to work effectively. More than half said 
they were dissatisfied with temperature control and air quality. 
 
Why, then, do more organisations not recognise the benefits and cost-effectiveness of 
improving the workplace environment?  It may be that the decision makers within the 
business do not themselves work in the same location as many of their staff and so, quite 
simply, do not realise the scale of the problem.  A more likely reason is that company 
executives also seek the Holy Grail of quantifiable benefit. They want tangible evidence that 
the money they are committing will be well spent.  
 
Quantifying benefits isn’t always straightforward when looking at the working environment, 
though a methodology combining indicators of workplace performance, user experience and 
simple questions about the quality of the physical infrastructure is likely to produce useful 
data. 
 
Even then, the potential investment may well be considered alongside other spending 
demands. Might the money be better spent on a marketing campaign? Or a new office 
location? Re-working the workplace may not be a priority, though there is encouraging 
evidence that more and more leaders in both public and private sectors are recognising its 
importance. 
 
If investment in the working environment is agreed by a company, then it is tempting to see it 
as a one-off spend. In fact, the workplace needs to be constantly reviewed. Business 
demands and activity change over time, and what might have been appropriate five or ten 
years ago may no longer meet a company’s needs. 
 
Of course, productivity is a complex subject, and no-one should see an improvement in the 
quality of the workplace as a panacea to meet all the challenges an organisation faces. But 
in the UK, two out of three of us work in offices, and they are the engine room for much of the 
country’s economic output. 
 
It’s a sobering thought that the cost and value of an organisation’s human resource is likely 
to be much greater than the cost and value of the physical infrastructure which houses those 
employees. 
 
So it’s the people who need to be nurtured, not the bricks and mortar. It’s a message leaders 
are increasingly hearing and acting on, delivering benefits for their teams and for corporate 
performance.  


