
Elevating the workforce 
experience: The physical lens
It is well-documented that employees who are engaged at work tend to 
be more satisfied with their jobs and demonstrate higher productivity 
than their less-engaged peers.1 Furthermore, companies with more 
engaged workforces tend to outperform those with less engaged 
employees on a number of key outcomes, including higher quality 
of work, fewer safety incidents, and lower employee turnover and 
absenteeism.2 The topic of workforce experience has been approached 
from a number of different viewpoints (see our previous articles using 
the personal and digital lenses). However, as more companies are 
deciding to perform some or all work virtually, an increasingly critical 
component within workforce experience is the physical space in which 
work is done.
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The physical workplace plays an essential 
role in driving a consumer-grade workforce 
experience.3 “If you want to build a culture 
of high performance,” says Diane Hoskins, 
co-CEO of Gensler, a global architecture 
and design firm, “start by taking a look at 
your office environment.”4 Organizations 
where employees are satisfied benefit from 
higher employee creativity and productivity,5 
increased commitment and dedication to 
work,6 as well as lower absenteeism and 
turnover rates.7 Research has shown that a 
positive workplace environment can reduce 
chronic stress and ensuing physiological 
consequences, such as higher levels of 
cortisol and increased risk of heart disease.8 

In addition, changing the physical layout of a 
workplace can increase access to leadership 
and promote collaboration.9 Importantly, 
the workplace can serve as a medium 
through which an organization can uniquely 
foster (and change) its culture.10, 11, 12  The 
importance of the physical workplace in 
elevating the workforce experience cannot 
be understated.

How, then, can an organization maximize 
the workplace experience for employees? 
Deloitte, in this context, defines a successful 
workplace as one in which employees 
feel energized and encouraged to work 
collaboratively. To that point, successful 
workplace environments should allow for a 
large degree of flexibility so that individual 
workers with their own unique needs can be 
productive in any environment, on-site or 
remote. As such, we have identified three key, 
deeply interrelated concepts within the 
workforce experience from a physical lens: (1) 
workplace autonomy, (2) virtual workplaces 
enabled by technological infrastructure, and (3) 
embracing change.

Workplace autonomy

The most engaged employees are 
those who have control over their work 
experience, including the space in which 
their work is done.13 Research has shown 
that autonomy and flexibility in the physical 
workplace improves employee productivity, 
increases job satisfaction, and lowers 
workplace stress.14, 15, 16 In addition, those 
workers, whose companies allow them 
to determine for themselves their work 

arrangements, report being more satisfied, 
are judged to be better performers, and 
are more likely to view their company 
as innovative when compared to its 
competitors.17 

Investments in even seemingly minimal 
shifts towards a flexible work environment 
can yield big results. In some cases, 
companies have witnessed increased 
employee engagement and job satisfaction 
after providing employees with the option of 
selecting their preferred meeting space or 
desk configuration.18 By providing a variety 
of flexible environments for different 
activities, companies can meet their 
employees where they are - trusting 
employees to utilize the ideal workspace for 
their activity needs. 

Moreover, it is "access [to flexible workspace 
that is] important," Gensler emphasizes, 
"not how long [the employees] work 
there."19 

Consider that in workplaces that offer co-
working spaces, only 14 percent of 
employees make use of them.20 However, 
the mere access to these spaces is 
associated with a 12 to 16 percent increase in 
performance. 21 These results should serve 
as a testament to the notion that designing 
the workforce environment is not a one-
size-fits-all endeavor. In the end, those in 
the organization can benefit if the physical 
environment is created with employees' 
needs in mind, rather than when employees 
are required to restructure their work to fit 
the workplace. 

Virtual workplaces enabled by 
technology

As the global market shifts to support digital 
operations, many organizations are faced 
with the rapid growth in remote, contract, 
and other alternative workforces. This option 
for employees to be mobile or remote can 
yield higher satisfaction and efficiency among 
workers. 22 However, organizations whose 
operations are increasingly comprised of 
remote workforces face an entirely different 
challenge when it comes to the physical 
workforce experience - clearly establishing 
and defining a digital workpalce. 

Creating a digital workforce experience 
requires companies to balance providing 
workforce autonomy while maintaining a 
sense of community and connection among 
teams. Workforce autonomy is enabled by 
reliable and secure systems that equip 
employees with the right technology for 
performing work virtually. As organizations 
build up virtual workspace capabilities, the 
tools in place today can be leveraged to 
perform virtual work with the support from 
help desks. With workforces spanning 
multiple generations, understanding 
employee needs can set the foundation for a 
comprehensive virtual workplace experience. 
As such, digital assessments can help 
organizations understand what is required to 
scale, customize, and enable digital work to 
meet productive employees needs and long-
term business objectives.  
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In addition to increasing an organization's ability 
to accommodate autonomous remote 
workspaces, technology also supports 
communication channels for teams and leaders. 
Luckily, there are countless solutions and cloud-
based platforms that can allow for employees to 
stay up-to-date regardless of location or time 
zone. Strategically utilized, these communication 
channels can encourage employees to form a 
personalized connection with their peers, 
leaders, and the organization. This tightening of 
communication and effective collaboration is 
especially important with remote ways of 
working. Teams should align on how lines of 
conversation and cadence of communication are 
to be established, especially in the absence of ad 
hoc conversations around a physical water 
cooler.

Leaders also have an opportunity here to set the 
tone for a virtual workspace by prioritizing the 
human values at work. Through inclusive and 
authentic messaging, leaders can strategically 
model how autonomous remote work and 
teams can operate in harmony. When delivered 
from consistent communication channels, 
stakeholders can be kept abreast of all relevant 
updates. Front-line managers also play an 
especially important role in fostering a desired 
virtual workplace culture. Therefore, it’s vital for 
managers of remote workforces to be trained on 
team-building to empower all ends of the 
alternative workforce spectrum. A balanced 
blend of the best from physical (community) and 
virtual (autonomy) environments can allow 
leaders to provide a consistent and personalized 
experience for all employees.

Embracing change

The third and final tenet of our framework 
for elevating the workforce experience 
through a physical lens is simply the ability 
for an organization to embrace change. In 
their book, The Runaway Species: How Human 
Creativity Remakes the World, Anthony Brandt 
and David Eagleman write, “The means to 
enhance creativity will always be changing. 
That’s to be expected, because ways of 
innovating require constant innovation 
themselves.”23 24

Providing a workforce with a variety of work 
arrangements can make the workplace 
feel less monotonous and more dynamic. 
Indeed, Brandt and Eagleman place 
value on change for its own sake—even 
if there is not a specific need, “There’s a 
surprising shrewdness to the constant 
transformations: They break up cognitive 
ossification.”25 And it is partly for this reason 
that the goal of an organization should 
be to “proliferate options” from which its 
employees can choose.26 

Indeed, change to the physical workspace 
can come with challenges. After all, 
our subconscious attachment to the 
environments that we are accustomed to (no 
matter how inefficient) does not easily fade 
overnight. For this reason, organizational 
change management should be embedded 
within the transformation strategy so that all 
affected audiences can be brought along the 
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change journey and with as little disruption 
to other areas of the business as possible. 
Change management activities empower 
leaders to define who their most affected 
stakeholders are, what specifically will be 
the impacts from the change, how and 
when those affected stakeholders are best 
communicated or engaged with, and what 
training may be required by stakeholder 
segment. Within the context of the physical 
workforce experience, effective change 
management by influential leaders in the 
organization can help model and coach 
employees to improved ways of working.

In summary, an organization’s physical 
workplace influences the day-to-day 
workforce experience in a significant way. It 
is important that companies consider how to 
optimize their physical work arrangements 
to help improve employee engagement and 
productivity. Organizations should identify 
ways to provide their workforces with access 
to flexible work arrangements both inside 
the office and out. Moreover, organizations 
should embrace new technologies to enable 
workers to perform at their peak while 
exercising autonomy. Impacts of these 
physical shifts can substantially affect an 
organization’s cultural environment as well. 
To prepare for these shifts, organizations 
can design a workplace with the workforce 
experience in mind and align leadership 
and stakeholders to embrace change and 
innovation.
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