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By the economic definition of productivity, GDP 

per hours worked, we have lower productivity 

than the average of all six of the EU’s major 

economies and in the time a British worker 

contributes £1 to the economy, a German 

worker adds £1.35.

This matters at the macroeconomic level for 

the country’s prosperity but it also reflects 

something is not quite right within the economy. 

Why are British firms lagging behind their 

European counterparts? The complexities of 

the productivity puzzle are discussed at length 

in a briefing from the Bank of England in March 

2017, not least its sheer intractability.

One thing we know for sure is that longer 

hours aren’t the answer. People in the UK work 

amongst the longest hours of any European 

nation. According to the OECD, the average 

British worker puts in 36.5 hours a week, 

compared to 34.5 hours in Germany and 36.1 

hours in France. To use a cliché, we need to 

work smarter, not harder. 

When it comes to specific parts of the economy, 

the situation is complicated by the fact that 

the productivity of some jobs is easier to 

measure than others. A factory that makes 

1,000 workstations a day with 50 workers is 

twice as productive as a factory that requires 

100 workers to do the same job. In other parts 

Introduction: a persistent 
conundrum
One of the most enduring challenges that has faced the UK has been 

its shortfall in productivity compared to other countries. Understandably, 

solving the problem has been an obsession of British commerce and 

governments for many years. Yet little progress has been made.

of the economy, assessing whether productivity 

has improved is harder and less objective.

For the UK’s thriving creative industries, the 

challenge is compounded by the fact that they 

face fierce competition to attract and retain the 

best employees, The good news is that the 

solutions to the challenge of employing world 

class talent often overlap with the things that 

make them more productive and creative.

This is an issue for the whole UK economy. The 

creative industries generate some 

£87.4 bn in revenue each year, employ some 

2.9 million people and continue to grow. The 

design sector alone is the second largest in the 

world, worth £33 billion annually, and is a driver 

of profit across the economy. According to the 

Design Council, for every £1 invested in design, 

businesses can expect over £20 in increased 

revenues and over £4 in net operating profit. 

So what happens in the creative sectors 

affects us all, and we all have a vested interest 

in ensuring they remain as productive and 

innovative as possible. 

The average British worker puts 
in 36.5 hours a week -

compared to 34.5 hours in Germany 
and 36.1 hours in France

McCann Worldgroup UK, London
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Our quest to determine the nature of the link 

between the office and performance dates back 

at least to the 1920s with the famous Hawthorn 

experiments. More research by Frederick Herzberg 

in 1966, appeared to show that the workplace was 

a hygiene factor, meaning that a poor workplace 

was a demotivator but a good workplace was not 

necessarily an important motivator in the absence 

of other cultural factors. 

A long history of 
productivity research
Although it is still a hotly debated topic and the subject of regular new 

research, we have had compelling and overwhelming evidence of the 

link between the workplace and productivity for many years.

Since that time however, a great deal of research 

has been carried out which paints a rather more 

sophisticated picture of the complex relationship 

we have with our surroundings. These include 

the seminal work of Adrian Leaman and Bill 

Bordass at the end of the 1990s and onwards, 

which established what they called the five ‘killer 

variables’ that determine productivity in the 

workplace. These are:

• •

• Ventilation type, which also encompasses 

attributes such as building size and access to 

services

• Workgroups and their layout in the space plan

• Design intent, and how this is communicated to 

users and occupants

Variants of these points are evident in dozens of 

other studies. So recently we have seen studies 

such as The Stoddart Review (more of which later) 

and the general point made in a report from CABE 

and the BCO called ‘The impact of office design 

on business performance’. The German Fraunhofer 

Institute published The Office Performance user 

study, conducted as part of the OFFICE 21 research 

project, to investigate causal relationships and 

determine the values of various influencing factors 

and thereby establish a strategy for improving 

performance within an office context. Last year, the 

World Green Building Council established the links 

between green building design and productivity.

There are many more as our list of references 

shows (page 16). In fact, this whole debate should 

be over by now, given the sheer volume of proof 

that now exists both in academic research and the 

less lofty but perhaps more convincing realms of 

personal experience. In fact, we know intuitively 

that there is a link between our surroundings and 

how we feel, think and behave. 

That is why we find in practice that most people 

already work in decent if not exceptional 

workplaces and are provided by their employers 

with a fair degree of comfort, natural light, fresh air 

and control over how they work along with all those 

other enlightened features of the contemporary 

office we might take for granted.

But this is a world of fine margins. So anything 

that can help people be more productive is to be 

embraced and merely doing enough won’t help 

a business and its people thrive. Relatively small 

investments in design, equipment, management 

and working culture can produce disproportionately 

significant effects on productivity, wellbeing and 

staff recruitment and retention.

Camelot, Watford

Responsiveness to need, including comfort, 

but a host of other ways in which needs 

should be met effectively

Ventilation type, which also encompasses 

attributes such as building size and 

access to services

Workgroups and their layout in the space plan

Design intent, and how this is communicated 

to users and occupants

Comfort, including personal control
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According to The Workplace Advantage 

report, based on studies of data from around 

the world and an analysis of 200 other pieces 

of research, a typical British company could 

boost its productivity by between 1 and 3.5 per 

cent, adding as much as £70 billion to the UK 

economy, merely by focusing on the workplace 

as a source of revenue rather than cost.

The report found that only a little over a half 

(53 percent) of the UK’s office workers say their 

workplace enables them to be productive. It 

found that too many businesses are prioritising 

filling up their offices with people rather 

than asking themselves ‘what will make their 

staff productive’. As a result, as many as 70 

percent say their office is too noisy and they 

are disappointed by the lack of different types 

of workspace including communal areas and 

break-out zones.

According to the report’s authors: ‘pushing cost 

savings through occupier density is the enemy 

of productivity. One of the biggest errors 

businesses make is thinking in terms of cost 

per square foot rather than revenue per square 

foot. They don’t recognise the importance of 

creating a variety of spaces to meet different 

needs or social infrastructure. It’s the difference 

between fitting people into a space, rather than 

creating places to fit the people.’

What makes knowledge workers 
more productive at work?
The most high profile report into the link between the 

workplace and productivity was published late in 2016 

as a result of a wide-ranging programme of study called 

The Stoddart Review.

This people centred approach is evident 

in the research that explores what makes 

knowledge workers productive. In a 2014 study 

from Advanced Workplace Associates and 

the Center for Evidence Based Management, 

based on 800 pieces of research, the 

most important route for knowledge based 

organisations to take was to focus on six key 

factors:

• Social cohesion

• Perceived supervisory support

• Information sharing

• Vision / goal clarity

• External communication

• Trust

The report’s authors suggest that the study 

‘will have a profound impact on the design of 

organisations, culture, leadership competences 

and workplace infrastructure in the future. The 

findings provide new ‘design requirements’ for 

everything associated with the organisation.

53%
of the UK’s office workers 

say their workplace enables 
them to be productive.

Gigamon, Reading

Social cohesion

Perceived 

supervisory support

Information sharing

External 

communication

Vision / goal clarity

Trust
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According to the study of 2,800 knowledge 

workers, ‘Creating a workplace that maximises 

productivity’, two-thirds (67 per cent) claim to have 

left their last role because their workplace was not 

optimised for them. The report found that in terms 

of engagement just 36 per cent thought that their 

organisation cared about their wellbeing and just 

under half (48 per cent) trusted their managers’ to 

‘do the right thing’ by them.

Office noise, bad lighting and access to quiet 

space were all cited as crucial factors affecting 

productivity, with 69 per cent of knowledge 

workers stating that their workplace design directly 

impacted their effectiveness. This is a direct mirror 

of previous studies. 

For example, a study from the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT) showed that after 

six months of giving people the option to work 

from home, employee productivity significantly 

increased, while stress decreased. “But this boost 

only worked when employers also gave workers 

more autonomy over their time – for example, not 

requiring them to log in at a certain time or tell their 

boss what they’re doing. That kind of big brother 

control can be highly draining,”

Similarly, a study from HOK, a global design, 

architecture and engineering giant, better 

workplace lighting (both natural daylight and 

artificial light) has been linked to a 15 percent 

reduction in absenteeism in office environments. 

Other studies have reported productivity increases 

ranging from 2.8 to 20 percent attributed to 

optimum lighting levels.

The physical environment
A recent study commissioned by Sodexo and Quora 

Consulting focussed more specifically on the physical 

design elements that affect productivity, engagement 

and retention in the knowledge worker workplace.

Better lighting has been 
linked to a 15% reduction 
in absenteeism in office 

environments

The Shipowners’ Club, London
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A culture of innovation is likely to be reflected in 

an innovative approach to workplace design. This 

is why so many of the world’s great innovators, 

especially in the tech and creative sectors, inhabit 

offices that do away with sterile, traditional office 

design characteristics and incorporate more 

quirky elements and features that are obviously 

focussed on innovation such as writeable walls and 

plenty of informal meeting space. However, such 

characteristics cannot be simply imposed on a 

company that does not have an innovative culture. 

That must always come first.  

We also know from both anecdotal and research 

evidence that our best ideas often come when our 

mind is wandering because we are focussed on 

something else. Brainstorming may throw up ideas, 

and there should always be space for intense ideas 

generation, but the eureka moments often come 

when we are staring out of the window or going for 

a walk. So any design should also allow for this.

Quiet work is not just about silence, but also a 

chance to think, muse and let the mind do its work. 

Daydreaming may be frowned upon in a traditional 

working culture but it actually has a number of 

benefits for individuals and hence the firms that 

employ them. People enter a meditative state 

which allows for the processing of information from 

short term to long term memory. This process is 

often disrupted by technology and disruptions and 

we should rediscover the lost art of doing nothing if 

we are to benefit from the brain’s ability to process 

our thoughts and information into something 

productive. 

It should almost go without saying that different 

types of meeting space produce different 

outcomes. In this regard, there is much the office 

can learn from the new forms of learning now 

commonplace in the higher education sector. The 

shift away from didactic forms of learning in which 

knowledge is transmitted from a lecturer or tutor to 

a room of largely silent student should be reflected 

in a similar shift in office design. However, choice 

of settings is not just about the type of work carried 

out in the office but the different personality types 

that inhabit it. While creative workers may not work 

as well in a formal meeting space, there is always 

room to offer people choice. 

A workplace that 
fosters creativity
Of course, productivity for knowledge workers is not just measured in 

the amount of work they do, but their results. Fortunately, we also have 

a great deal of research on the sort of working culture and environment 

helps them to innovate. 

Smart Focus, London

Distell, London

There are other functional aspects of creativity 

that the workplace should foster. According to a 

study from Dr Nigel Oseland and Alexi Marmot 

Associates, innovation is about implementing 

an idea, not just coming up with an idea. It 

requires people to come together to share and 

test ideas along with bouts of solo activity when 

the idea is developed alone. This is something 

that can be done at home or in the office in 

specifically designed spaces. 

Cargill, Weybridge
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Indeed, proximity to other people plays an 

important role in innovation. In their book The 

Organization and Architecture of Innovation, the 

academics Gunter Henn and Tom Allen present 

research demonstrating how organisational 

structure and physical space affect communication 

between people working in technical and 

knowledge based fields and they demonstrate how 

organisations can ‘transform both to increase the 

transfer of technical knowledge and maximize the 

communication for inspiration that is central to the 

innovation process’.

One other factor that seems to be important 

is the ability to experience new things. 

This has always been a challenge in an 

office setting which by its nature is fixed, 

but a workplace design that focuses on 

experiences and not just space can go a 

long way towards this within a culture that 

encourages people to work in different ways 

and different places. 

A study carried out at Radboud University 

in the Netherlands found not only that the 

best ideas came from a pool of ideas but 

also that environments and cultures that 

disrupt routines actually create new synaptic 

pathways in the brain and hence new ideas. 

A workplace based on unallocated spaces 

and a choice of settings is cited in the 

research as a way of getting people away 

from their routines. 

Another underappreciated workplace 

design element is nature. A 2015 report 

from flooring manufacturer Interface and 

organisational psychologist Cary Cooper 

called The Global Impact of Biophilic Design 

in the Workplace found that employees 

who work in environments with natural 

elements report a 15 percent higher level of 

wellbeing, are 6 percent more productive 

and 15 percent more creative overall. The 

report was based on a study of 7,600 office 

workers from 16 countries. It found that office 

design is so important to workers that a third 

of respondents believe it would affect their 

decision whether or not to work somewhere.

Employees who work in 
environments with natural 

elements report a 15% higher 
level of wellbeing

A workplace that 
fosters creativity

Reward Gateway, London

GAMA Healthcare, Watford
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Based on all the available research, it is possible to create a 

checklist of factors that help to create a productive workplace. 

What is important to recognise in this list is that design must 

reflect a culture that is focussed on clear goals. 

The ten factors of the productive 
workplace for knowledge workers

A space that can be controlled
Originally this was associated with comfort, but 

it is now about far more. It is about empowering 

people to make choices about where and how 

to work and with whom. This incorporates the 

ability to work from home and other spaces but 

also choice about where to work within the office 

depending on what an individual is doing and 

what suits them personally. 

Daylight and fresh air
Originally this was associated with comfort, but 

it is The most elemental needs of people have 

often been denied to them in the past. In part the 

solution to this is based on better building design 

but it is also cultural. 

A workplace experience
The idea of the experiential workplace is 

perhaps the most important shift in office 

thinking of this century so far. The workplace 

is no long somewhere you go, but something 

you experience. This is not only important as 

a way of attracting and retaining the best staff 

but also helping them to be happy, productive 

and innovative. 

A focus on people
Knowledge work is about knowledge workers. 

Which is why the best workplace design and 

management strategies are focussed on the 

needs of the individual. This is the core idea that 

is transforming the way we design workplaces.

In terms of productivity and creativity, this means a 

focus on people. All of the research highlights how 

essential it is that this should be the primary objective 

and that any focus on mere cost cutting is likely to be 

counterproductive. Fortunately, design principles such as 

the use of shared space and a choice of setting facilitate 

cost reductions, but that should be a secondary benefit.

Here are our ten factors to incorporate into a productive 

and creative working environment, in no particular order:

A place to be quiet
No longer just about reducing exposure to the 

din of the workplace to allow for focussed work 

and concentration, this should also be a place of 

contemplation, allowing the mind to wander away 

from distractions. It may even be a place to take 

a nap. Daydreaming and downtime should not be 

frowned upon. 

Access to nature
In part this is about fostering a culture that 

allows people to go for a walk and take time 

out to enjoy the outside world but also about 

incorporating biophilic design elements into the 

workplace. This may mean plants but research 

also suggests that our brains respond to natural 

imagery in much the same way they do nature. 

Access to colleagues
There are good reasons why some of the 

world’s greatest offices belong to the world’s 

great innovators. It’s because they instinctively 

understand that great ideas come from people 

working alongside others. This is about people 

splashing in a pool of ideas, nurturing a culture 

that fosters innovation and allowing people to 

develop alongside each other.

Learning and collaborative settings

A pool of knowledge
This is not just about sharing the knowledge 

in people’s heads in physical space and 

real time but also the information they have 

access to. Each organisation is a repository of 

knowledge that is distinct from that available 

to everybody online. 

A culture of innovation
Culture eats design for breakfast. We have 

known this for decades and yet still sometimes 

forget that culture should always come first. 

It is the fountain from which springs trust, 

engagement, productivity, inclusivity, creativity 

and wellbeing.

There are lessons to be learned from the 

education sector. The didactic approach has its 

place, but far better to create a choice of settings 

that allow people to find the best ways to learn 

from each other and share ideas. 
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