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Of all the recent developments in 
workplace design and furniture, it 
is agile working that generates the 
most attention. With businesses up 
and down the country scrambling to 
adjust to the impact of technological 
and demographic changes, much 
has been written about the case 
for and benefits of this new 
approach to workplace planning; 
indeed, a recent Leesman report 
went as far as to declare that agile 
working is “synonymous with those 
organisations openly embracing 
the era of unprecedented business 
transformation”.

The theory of agile working is well 
established and widely known. 

But what about the reality? 

Are the opinions and predictions 
of myriad commentators and 
consultants reflected in the 
experiences of the businesses who 
embark on a transition to agile?



The answer to that question will prove to be one of the defining issues 
in workplace planning over the coming years, and while it is too early 
to draw definitive conclusions, trends are beginning to emerge. So we 
decided to test some agile working contentions. As part of Kinnarps Next 
Office® consultancy, we have surveyed over 5,300 employees from over 
60 of our clients across Europe to discover what agile looks like when it 
moves from paper to practice.
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Work is varied
The nature of the working environment must change, 
because the nature of work has changed. Or so the 
theory goes. For many businesses, ‘work’ in the twentieth 
century was characterised by row upon row of desk-
bound employees completing a repetitive set of tasks; 
a management technique known as ‘Taylorism’, and 
perfectly suited to a ‘one-size fits all’ approach to office 
layout worked well.

However, through the latter part of the twentieth century, 
process work began to give way to what Peter Drucker 
described in 1959 as ‘knowledge work’. Repetitive 
processes were increasingly mechanised and economies 
have evolved to become more flexible and service-oriented, 
with businesses turning to analysis and innovation for their 
competitive advantage. As a result, the tasks we perform 
at work have become more varied.

Our research findings bear this out. Rather than spending 
all day working at one particular task, our respondents 
split their time between a number of activities including 
pre-booked and spontaneous meetings, phone calls, 
writing and planning.
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The personal workstation doesn’t work
Though it proved the ideal environment for process tasks, the personal workstation 
does not serve the knowledge worker very effectively; particularly not if that personal 
workstation is in an open-plan office. Rather like a utility knife, it does everything – but 
nothing very well. For example, Professor Jeremy Myerson conducted research which 
led him to conclude that “key aspects of knowledge work are poorly catered for by the 
general design of the open plan office. An overriding emphasis on collaboration and 
teamwork neglected the fact that knowledge work required intense periods of deep, 
uninterrupted concentration and thinking, often undertaken alone.”

Far better to create a working environment which caters for the tasks undertaken 
therein; a toolbox containing the appropriate tools for the job at hand, rather than many 
utility knives. Settings for high-focus tasks, settings for collaboration, and settings for 
reflection and contemplation.

The experience of our survey respondents emphatically confirms this. We asked people 
to imagine having the full toolkit of work settings to choose from and identify their 
preferred working environment from a selection of 16 possibilities, and though the 
personal workstation remained a popular choice, the results were not as conclusive as 
might have been expected.

These findings are reinforced by people’s experience of an agile working environment, 
wherein the amount of time spent working at a personal workstation reduces from 58% 
to just 18%; when alternative working environments are available, people are only too 
happy to make use of them. Collaborative spaces are particularly sought-after.

Small meeting room 12.5%

Large meeting room 5.0%

Lounge 5.3%

Room in a room 5.6%

Library 2.8%

Touch down 1.7%

Canteen / cafeteria 3.1%

Open space 3.2%

Concentration workstation 15.2%

Personal workstation 17.8%

Phone place 3.6%

Creative workplace 4.3%

Project place 3.9%

Collaboration 4.8%

Outside the building 4.9%

Home office 6.3%
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CO
N

TEN
TIO

N



3

CO
N

TEN
TIO

N

The art of meeting has changed

The number one complaint we hear from staff when starting a 
consultancy is ‘we don’t have enough meeting rooms’.

Given the trend at the end of the twentieth century for open-plan offices, 
designed specifically to increase employee interaction and teamwork, a 
perceived absence of meeting space needs an explanation. Particularly 
since the survey statistics show a desire for over a third of space to be 
allocated for collaboration, creativity and meetings. 

The problem is that the meeting room provision of many businesses 
consists entirely of one or more large ‘Board Room’ style spaces that 
are designed to accommodate 10 or more people. This is a legacy of the 
traditional approach to workplace planning and not a reflection of the 
modern need. The overwhelming requirement for agile working is to be 
able to meet quickly and in small groups.

Our surveys show that people would like meeting rooms suitable for 
groups of 6 or less to outnumber larger rooms by a ratio of almost 3:1. 
Offer a choice of collaboration settings, such as room in a room pods 
and project spaces, and that ratio more than doubles. The age of 
the large conference room is being superseded by the era of smaller 
communication and collaboration hubs.

PREFERRED  
WORKING ENVIRONMENT

SMALL MEETING 
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Office work can be bad  
for your health
A growing body of evidence suggests that office work can be bad for 
your health. More specifically, the problem is with spending prolonged 
periods of time sat at a desk hunched over a laptop screen. Such 
behaviour has been linked to an increased risk of heart disease, obesity, 
diabetes, stroke and depression, among other conditions.

Our research findings were alarming. 59% of respondents reported 
sitting all or most of the time during the working day; just 8% stand 
more than they sit. Similarly, 60% leave their desks three times or less 
each day. 16% do not leave their desks at all. Within the manufacturing 
industry, 70% sit all or most of the time. That figure hits 79% for 
employees of state enterprises or governments, with 75% leaving their 
desks three times or less.

The solution is to find ways to incorporate more movement into the 
working day. Little changes can make a big difference, such as walking 
over to a colleague’s desk for a face-to-face conversation rather than 
sending them an email, taking the stairs rather than the elevator, and 
centralising printing to encourage movement (also provoking staff to 
consider if they really need a hard copy).

Appropriate furniture should also form part of the solution. Height-
adjustable desks allow employees to vary their working positions 
through the day, which has significant benefits for their health and 
productivity.
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HOW DO YOU WORK AT YOUR  
PERSONAL DESK?

DAILY WALKS AWAY FROM DESK
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2%
STAND ALL  
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Differentiate through  
office design
Another consequence of the move from process to knowledge 
work is the increased agency of the employee. When work was 
made up of discreet, repetitive tasks, replacing one employee 
with another was straightforward and the employer-employee 
relationship favoured the former. Knowledge workers, by 
contrast, are employed less for their ability to robotically repeat 
tasks and more for their ability to think, create and innovate. 
They are therefore a more valuable commodity.

Valuable, and finite. Employers are scrapping to identify, recruit 
and retain the most talented individuals, looking for ways 
to distinguish themselves from their peers and make their 
employment proposition as compelling as possible. Only one 
business in each industry can claim to pay the most; for the rest, 
other sources of differentiation must be found.

Our research shows that the office environment can have 
a significant impact on employees’ job satisfaction, which 
suggests that an employee-centric workspace solution can be 
a genuine area of distinctiveness and therefore play a key role 
in the employee value proposition. Viewed in this way, the office 
environment is a matter for HR as well as for Facilities.

HOW IMPORTANT ARE OFFICE DESIGN AND ENVIRONMENT FOR 
YOUR JOB SATISFACTION?

JOB SATISFACTION  
(ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 6)
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Beware agile aversion
The office environment is full of hidden meaning and significance, and as a 
result the journey to an agile workplace is littered with obstacles. For some, the 
opportunity to work away from a fixed personal workstation is very exciting. 
For others, losing their hard-won desk in its strategic location near to a 
window, not far from the kitchen and away from the boss’s prying gaze is not a 
welcome change at all.

A recent Leesman study identified four types of office worker: 
1. The Camper – prefers to work at their personal workstation
2. The Timid Traveller – ventures away from their desk from time to time
3. The Intrepid Explorer – makes good use of other work settings in the office
4. The True Transient – rarely seen at a single workstation

The Intrepid Explorers and True Transients take to agile working quickly, 
appreciating its advantages and taking full advantage of the opportunities it 
presents. The Campers and Timid Travellers, by contrast, need a little education 
and encouragement. Understanding how your employees view the move to 
agile working, and how much support they require, is critical if the transition is 
to be a success.

The research suggests that this is true at both a personal and a corporate 
level, with respondents perceiving themselves as more adaptable than their 
departments, which in turn they view as more adaptable than the organisation 
in general.
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PERCEIVED ADAPTABILITY 
(ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 6)

Personal adaptability  4.6

Departmental adaptability  3.8

Organisational adaptability  3.4
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Superficial agility will  
not work
Understanding the types of work setting which are 
appropriate for your business and then installing suitable 
furniture solutions will not, by itself, guarantee that you realise 
the full potential of agile working. The environmental change 
must be accompanied by changes in management style.

In particular, allowing employees to work in whatever 
setting feels most suitable renders traditional time-based 
management techniques obsolete. Output must become the 
new assessment metric. Whether they’re working 9 to 5 or 
7 to 3, from a desk or a booth, individually or in groups, the 
question is: are your employees producing good work?

In order for your transition to agile to be a success, it is 
therefore critical that senior management are fully on board. 
It must not be seen as simply a Facilities project, or even 
a Facilities and HR project – agile working has profound 
implications at every level of the business.

“We worked for a cosmetics company in Italy whose 
leadership team were completely immersed in the change 
process. They were engaged in every step, sought their 
team’s ideas and embraced agile working themselves. 
The successful outcome was kicked off with a party they 
hosted to thank the staff for their input and to welcome 
everyone to a new way of working.

“On the other side of the coin, a major client in Germany 
decided that going agile was ‘not for management’ and had 
a ‘do as I tell you not as I do’ mentality. When the physical 
working environment was redesigned the employees 
asked ‘if they don’t, why should we?’ and adopted the old 
practices the management were hoping would change.

“Effective managers will pioneer the change and take 
people with them by living it for real and leading from the 
front, not hiding in their ivory towers that are associated 
with the past.”

Peter Knecht, Kinnarps Manager of 
International Concepts, reflects on two 
projects that highlight the importance 

of management buy-in
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Tech support is critical

The third key ingredient in creating an effective agile working 
environment – in addition to furniture and leadership – is 
technology. Without an agile-ready tech infrastructure 
incorporating cloud-based computing solutions, versatile 
telephony and conference call facilities, easy-to-use AV 
functionality and the like, employees will either become 
deeply frustrated or simply revert to their pre-agile working 
practices. Or both.

Our research confirmed that appropriate technology is 
regarded as a highly important element of the agile 
working mix.

A feature of many of the most effective, forward-thinking 
agile environments is an intuitive room booking system. As 
workers become more familiar with the wide array of settings 
at their disposal, a booking system that allows users to 
quickly identify available resources, make new reservations, 
track busy neighbourhoods and report faulty equipment can 
transform their user experience. 

WANTS AND NEEDS  
(ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 6)
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IT’LL GET   
BEFORE IT GETS 

Our findings suggest that the transition to agile won’t solve all 
your problems at a stroke. In fact, there is likely to be a dip in 
employee satisfaction before you begin to see an improvement. 
It’ll get worse before it gets better.

As we have found throughout this study, transitioning to 
agile working is a significant upheaval which needs careful 
planning and management. It only bears fruit if the furniture, 
management and technological changes align, and employees 
are bought in to the process.

In this context, it is unsurprising that there is a time lag before 
benefits are fully felt. A period of personal adjustment, technical 
trouble shooting and process refinement is inevitable, and 
should be factored in to your transition plan. As with any 
major project, setting accurate expectations is crucial; in your 
determination to get your agile proposal approved, avoid the 
temptation to promise too much too soon. Your investment in 
agile will not reap rewards on day 1, or even on day 100 – it’s 
a fundamental change to the way your business operates, the 
benefits of which will take time to materialise.

LEVEL OF SATISFACTION  
BEFORE AND AFTER A MOVE TO AGILE WORKING

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Overall

Office space in 
general

Meeting 
facilities

Social areas

Noise 
level

IT and telephony

Digital document 
management

Facilities for individual 
concentrated work

Facilities for  
spontaneous meetings

Level of personal  
productivity / efficiency

ON A SCALE OF 1 TO 6

  BEFORE       AFTER 6 MONTHS       AFTER 12 MONTHS



YOUR NEXT 
OFFICE®

Our super-survey of customers 
across Europe confirms that the 
theoretical benefits of agile working 
really can translate into reality. 
While the advantages may not be 
apparent immediately, once people 
and processes have been given an 
opportunity to bed in our respondents 
are clear in the approval.

However, the survey also highlights 
the many potential pitfalls along the 
way. Lack of senior management 
involvement, absence of supporting 
tech and failure to address the 
concerns and reservations of 
employees will all fatally undermine 
the agile transition, regardless how 
strong the furniture solution may be.

To help customers avoid those 
pitfalls and identify and implement an 
agile solution which works, Kinnarps 
has developed Next Office – proven 
process which uses data-driven 
insight and employee participation 
to help businesses plan their agile 
environment.
 
Through staff workshops, an 
online survey and a user app, Next 
Office gives you an unmatched 
understanding of how your offices 
are currently used and how your 
staff would like to work.

Why not start the journey to your 
Next Office today?

www.kinnarps.co.uk/nextoffice
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WORKSTATION OCCUPANCY RATE
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PERCENTAGE OF THE WORKING  
DAY SPENT ON DIFFERENT TASKS
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 Service 
 Industry Overall

Small meeting room 12% 12%

Large meeting room 5% 5%

Lounge 6% 5%

Room in a room 6% 6%

Library 3% 3%

Touch down 2% 2%

Canteen / cafeteria 4% 3%

Open space 4% 3%

Concentration workstation 12% 15%

Personal workstation 18% 18%

Phone place 4% 4%

Creative workplace 5% 4%

Project place 4% 3%

Collaboration 5% 5%

Outside the building 5% 5%

Home office 6% 6%

18%
PERSONAL 

WORKSTATION

BREAKDOWN OF WHERE PEOPLE 
PREFER TO WORK EACH DAY
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SITTING VS STANDING AT YOUR 
PERSONAL DESK
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12%
SIT ALL  

THE TIME 

36%
SIT MOST  

OF THE TIME 

41%
SIT & STAND  

OCCASIONALLY

8%
STAND MOST  
OF THE TIME

3%
STAND ALL  
THE TIME

OVERALL AVERAGE

21%
SIT ALL  
THE TIME 

38%
SIT MOST  
OF THE TIME 

33%
SIT & STAND  
OCCASIONALLY

6%
STAND MOST  
OF THE TIME

2%
STAND ALL  
THE TIME
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