How will we work in 10 years time? 

by Paulina Polak

The year of the Ox will be the year of the tenant. In future we have to go back to the fundamentals. 

Working environments and our work habits are a reflection of the economy, so in order to visualise the workplace of the future it is necessary to question how the economy will change in the next decade. Booms and busts are cyclical but the recession we are experiencing now is far deeper than previous economic downturns and likely to have a deeper impact.

The past decade of growth fostered a relatively stable economy with low unemployment which created an entirely new work ethic and workplace environment.  Many of us have become accustomed to a comfortable lifestyle and expect our working environment to be an extension of this. As a result employers have had to work harder to attract and maintain the best talent and it has been necessary to continuously develop new and exciting workplaces. Offices have become showcases for employers with an emphasis on “the bigger the better” to reflect their status. 

Employers have been faced with new challenges since the younger “generation Y” joined the workforce. Perceived as vain, apathetic, technology obsessed and immature, we are also recognised as collaborative and achievement led. The workplace has adapted accordingly, creating technically advanced and socially interactive environments to foster productivity and creativity. 

Today however, life is different. The year 2008 proved to be a turning point with many well established companies across various industries collapsing, making hundreds of thousands of professionals unemployed. The austerity of saving money has become the name of the game not only in terms of limiting the amount we spend individually but also in terms of how investors manage property portfolios.

Workplaces are now under enormous pressure to be as efficient and flexible as possible to ensure they will be able to weather the storm ahead. Impending changes in legislation have compounded the impact of the economic downturn. The EU-imposed Energy Performance Certificates will identify poor performing stock and will start to create a vast split between first and second class buildings.  Commercial property values are falling but those assets with less than perfect attributes are falling even faster.  Not only will poorly rated non-green space become a tax burden but they will also affect corporate reputations. As occupiers will be looking to trim costs they have the opportunity to make a virtue out of greater effective. Not only will organisations want to be more efficient they will also want to look more efficient. 

Looking to the future, businesses will have to change the way they operate to survive in an ever competitive market. They will have to review how work is done, who will be doing it and where. Project based, task oriented work will increase while reduced budgets will dictate the need to reduce space and resources. Flexible office space, therefore, will be the most viable option to support both a growing and contracting workforce. 

Rigid, full time employment will be a thing of the past and staffing will be engineered to support a flexible real estate strategy.  Fortunately the Y Generation does not have the desire to stay in one place for an extended period of time and will seek new challenges in new environments on a regular basis. 

Giving staff more autonomy we can expect the new offices to be smaller and more efficiently used – having more occupants in less space. The 40% average occupancy rate that has been the norm will become unacceptable. At the same time, with reduced business travel and increased video conferencing, offices will become more intensively used – providing more facilities and services in-house. If more work is outsourced and subcontracted as organisations move to the commissioning model we can expect the number of full time staff to decline and the number of visitors to increase. All this will greatly affect the ratio of dedicated workspace to meeting and collaboration space. 

The advent of new or improved technology will also enable the shift from rigid office based work to more flexible working arrangements for every age group in the workforce. Many of us occasionally use (and most children regularly use) PC-based video communication to keep in touch with friends and family. The office, historically ahead of the domestic world in the use of technology, has some catching up to do. Fortunately, things are already changing. According to a draft report by Lord Carter, who is the government’s new communications minister, on the future of the telecoms and media industries, he recognises that the internet is no longer a niche market for the technologically keen but an enabling and transformatory service that needs to be universalised and accessed in every home*. After a stuttering start, video conferencing and desk-top conferencing look set to be a trend over the next few years.

So how will this all affect real estate decisions? Just as organisations can be expected to scale back their workforces and favour partnering and outsourcing, we can expect renewed interest in freeing capital tied up in assets. Why own assets when it is a tenant’s market? I expect occupiers to look to enter into leases rather than own property, and to favour shorter term leases. This will free up capital, allow for greater flexibility and avoid the risk of having to pay empty rates.

I predict that in 2019 the corporate real estate market will be flexible, utilitarian and green. Occupiers will respond to increased financial pressures by looking for space that can be rapidly reconfigured at the best price. Space will look less ostentatious and focussed on providing services and equipment to support productivity. With intensive occupation, care will have to be taken in how office spaces are designed and managed.  Above all, offices will have to be greener and be seen to be greener.  Business will need to demonstrate that scarce investment money (or government-provided funding) is being spent prudently and with an eye toward shareholders, productivity and the planet.

*Financial Times, 15th January 2009, p. 1
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