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Introduction

Since the world went on lock-down
some six weeks ago, there has been no
shortage of advice and prognostications
regarding the impact the Covid-19 will
have on the future of work.

ween the vested interests of the various constituencies involved in designing workplace
environments and policies.

At OpenWork,

we see the current public health crisis as an
opportunity to insert the voice and needs of
people (by that we mean employees) as the

Optimists seem to suggest that the current

driving force behind the setting of policies that

work-from-home (WFH) moment is a temporary

define when, where, and how people work.

blip on the radar, while others are viewing it as
the beginning of a new normal. And of course

What is in the best interests of people, not what’s in the

there are a range of opinions between the two

best interest of facilities managers, CRE companies,

extremes. However, there is a subtlety missing

technology vendors, furniture manufacturers, architects

among most of these options that leaves the

and designers, or even company managers?

overall conversation lacking.
This white paper sets out to fill that gap with

Why should we even ask this question?

a call for more agnostic advice. By agnostic

And why now?

advice we mean advice that distinguishes bet-
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Beyond the
Myth of Scarcity

40%

30million sq ft. 1.3billion sq ft.

the poor utilization rate of the

Amount of coworking space that has

Amount of work from home space that

conventional corporate office

come online in the past decade.

has been added to the US inventory over

space. (sometimes as high as 60%)

the past six weeks.

prior to Covid-19

52%
of employees worked at home
at least once per week; 68% at

Like most aspects of economic life, our star-

60%) only further amplifies the glut of works-

ting point of understanding is often an as-

pace that has existed for years.(3)

sumption of scarcity. Scarcity is the holy grail

least one day a month; 18% all the

of traditional economic thinking. With respect

Fast forward to today. According to Alan Mur-

time. (1)

to the basic laws of supply and demand, par-

ray of Fortune’s CEO Daily, only around 37% of

ticularly with commodities such as oil (as we

workers in the economy (knowledge workers)

are currently seeing), this often holds true. But

can plausibly do all of their work remotely.(4)

in other areas of the economy, the default-set-

And a recent CNBC article suggests that right

ting of scarcity can be misleading.

now, in the midst of the WFH moment, around

37%
According to Alan Murray of

42% of all full-time company workers in the

Fortune’s CEO Daily only around
37% of workers in the economy
(knowledge workers) can plausibly
do all of their work remotely.(4)

Take office space, for example. If we use a

economy (130 million in total) are actively wor-

broad definition of what constitutes a work-

king at home.(5) If we use a figure of around

space, there is a huge glut of space in the

40% (of people currently working at home),

world. Long before coronavirus became a

and allot them a very modest 25 square feet

factor in all of this, corporate employees (as

work area, then theoretically (albeit tempora-

well as freelancers and small business ow-

rily) 1.3 billion square feet of workspace has

ners) worked (some of the time) in all sorts of

been added to the US inventory over the past

places- at home, at their local coffee shops,

six weeks.

at coworking spaces, as well as at the office.
According to Owl Labs, before the current

One CEO that Murray recently spoke with

crisis 52% of employees worked at home at

mused that while 90% of their 14,000 em-

least one day a week, 68% at least one day a

ployees are currently working at home, over

month, and 18% all of the time.(1) Even if it is

the long term as many as 50% might conti-

a kitchen table or a living room ‘office,’ spaces

nue to work from home after the crisis sub-

where these individuals work constitute work-

sides. According to the CNBC article, of the

spaces. Add to that the additional square feet

millions of people currently working at home,

of coworking space that has come online in

24% indicate that they would like to continue

the US over the past decade (about 30 million

working at home full-time post crisis, 55% say

square feet), and a picture of overabundance

they want to return to the office, and 20% are

begins to emerge.(2) The poor utilization rates

undecided which option they would prefer.

of conventional corporate office space (at 40-
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42%
of all fulltime company workers in
the economy (130 million in total)
are actively working at home (5)

A recent CNBC article asks millions of people who are
currently working from home which work environment
they would prefer after Covid-19: Office vs WFH

20%
24%
undecided on which
would like to continue
option they prefer

working at home full-time

55%
would like to return to the office
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Implications
& Fall Out

+15.6million
Additional people working at home (or
coworking space or coffee shop) full0-time

of knowledge workers will want to conti-

Because of the leakage of workers
to home offices and other places
the overall official corporate office
footprint is going to shrink in the
near future. The implications of this

nue working remotely. This might be as

shrinkage are likely to be widespread.

Using these as rough numbers for developing future workplace strategies,
it seems that coming out of the other
end of the Covid crisis a large number

many as 15.6 million additional people
working at home (or coworking space

Legacy providers of CRE services

or coffee shop) full-time, with still many

are in the crosshairs of history, as the

others working from home one day a

default-setting business model of large

week or one day a month.

corporate floor plates on long-term
leases will seem wasteful and out of
touch even in the near term. Industries

For the additional full-time at home

and business models premised on the

workers, this would mean a more or

supply/demand economics of selling

less permanent addition of around 390

physical space, in a world defined by

million square feet of workspace added

an overabundance of space, will be in

to the US inventory.

retreat unless they adapt quickly.

+390million sq ft.
Additional workspace added to the US inventory
from additional full-time home workers
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From
Challenge to Opportunity

There is no way around it. The current crisis is a disruption, and
it would be misleading to think that people are easily adapting to
full-time at home work. While Zoom might be a clear beneficiary right now, remote
employees and managers are reeling with uncertainty. Most companies were unprepared
for the sudden shift. However, crises also introduce new constraints that present design
opportunities. The Covid-19 situation is no exception.
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Realignment

and Change Management

30%
of the workforce craves
greater flexibility and the
opportunity to work where
they want.

While we don’t yet know the precise numbers, all indicators
suggest that some portion of the workforce (perhaps as high
as 30%), both before, but clearly after the current crisis, craves
greater flexibility and the opportunity to work where they want.
This might be a preference for an at-home office, a coworking space, or a coffee shop, but in any event these are forms of
‘remote work.’ How, though, do you align individuals and teams with the spaces where they want to work and where they are
most effective?

At OpenWork, we have responded to the challenge with
check-in
company
office

check-in
at-home
office

check-in
coworking
space

check-in
coffee
shop

an end-to-end change management platform that aligns
people with space in ways that drive employee engagement while also reducing real estate costs. We know

REMOTE WORKING OPTIONS

that it is more complex than this, and that there are numerous people issues that must be navigated. We outline how the process works next, and why we think
such a holistic solution is what is needed right now.
»» Map the Terrain and Understand User Needs
»» Model Three ‘Future of Work’ Scenarios Based on
Employee Style and Preference
»» Build The Management & Leadership Roadmap
»» Implement Prototype with Select Team or Department
»» Run an After Action Review (AAR) to Measure
Prototype
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I. Map the Terrain and Understand User Needs
»» Collect data around worker types and preferences
»» Collect data around current (pre-Covid) routines and
utilization patterns
»» Collect data around management’s comfort level with
flexible working solutions
II. Model Three ‘Future of Work’ Scenarios Based on
Employee Style and Preference
»» Understand the costs and benefits of a two location strategy
(office and at home)
»» Understand the costs and benefits of a three location
strategy (office, at home, and at coworking space)
»» Understand the costs and benefits of an activity based office
(ABW) only strategy

III. Build The Management & Leadership Roadmap
»» Understand leadership personalities and identify changechampions
»» Conduct leadership interviews for greater clarity
»» Leadership coaching for change
»» Define protocols and behaviors to drive success
IV. Implement Prototype with Select Team or Department
»»
»»
»»
»»
»»

Run a pilot with one or more of the scenarios
Experiment with defined protocols and behaviors
Measure space usage
Measure employee engagement and productivity
Continue leadership coaching

V. Run an After Action Review (AAR) to Measure Prototype
»»
»»
»»
»»

Understand employee experience
Understand management/leadership experience
Cost/benefit analysis (both financial and performance)
Determine next steps
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Agnostic Advice
for Disruptive Times

To a certain extent the domain of workplace strategy and
change management has been pregnant with potential
change for quite some time.
The way in which CRE firms such as JLL,
CBRE, Cushman & Wakefield, and Colliers
have slowly and then enthusiastically embraced
alt-work programs such as coworking is a
testament to this. At this point they are all in.

At OpenWork our focus is on humans, and on human choice.
It matters not to us where people work, but that their work
is effective and meaningful. When workplace strategy and
change management become human-centered and agnostic, and are shed of the myriad vested interests that are built

However, as I have been arguing here, the future of

into the legacy systems, people are put at the center of the

work will no longer be necessarily at the office, or at a

equation. And if we are going to believe the age-old adage

coworking space, or at home, or at a coffee shop. It

that talented people drive business success, this seems like

will simultaneously be at all of these. The entire world

a good place to start.

has become a corporate office. It is time for agnostic
advice that allows for any and all of these workplace
options, advice that is driven not by management’s
preferences or by CRE industry needs, but by employee choice and preference.
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OpenWork is a workplace strategy, culture, and change management agency. We
help companies transition to better and more human-centered ways of working.
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