
The latest office design trend to 
maximize workplace productivity 



Simply put, this workplace philosophy encourages employees to work wherever, and 

whenever, to maximise productivity and achieve an excellent objective. It’s not about doing 

the same work the way it’s always been done, it’s about how well it’s being done within 

guidelines but without limitations. The aim is to empower employees to be responsible 

and participative in ensuring an efficient and effective organisation, to improve business 

performance, and guarantee a quality outcome for clients.

Outcomes based management being practiced rather than a process 

and control type management system, focusing on performance & 

results.  

Trust in the employee that they will be responsible for the completion 

of a task or project within the agreed time plan. This will empower 

them and spur them on to produce the desired results.

Understanding what each member of staff is capable of, and working 

with the sources at hand to maximise on talent and ability. 

The latest technology and equipment being available, including really 

good Wi-Fi. 

Providing a choice of inviting work spaces to perform various tasks 

and having the flexibility to use these spaces. 

Educating employees and management on the benefits of ABW.

A Change Management Specialist will help you to motivate the concept  

to employees and aid its implementation. This should be done before, 

during and after the transformation takes place.
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Agile Working or Activity Based working 

What is this office philosophy that’s being bandied about?

To make it a success, it relies on the following:



Allowing for flexibility with working hours as long as it works well with 

other team members and management. Groups that work together 

and rely on one another to complete a task need to be available at the 

appropriate times. This flexibility may not be possible for some types 

of work that are dependent on prescribed processes, and there can be 

limits of competency that may require supervision.

Facilities are provided for all employees to use when required. No one “owns” a desk, 

although standard workstations are provided in an open plan setting for general task 

work. However, many of the tasks performed in a work day require other settings such 

as a quiet space for focus work, or alternatively a lively area that encourages group work 

and the sharing of ideas. 

Phone calls can be made on a balcony or in enclosed rooms that are treated with 

acoustic material to aid privacy and to prevent the disturbance for others. At other times, 

meeting rooms are required for larger gatherings of employees, which could be formal or 

informal, standing or seated. Don’t forget great places to eat and unwind! Lots of ideas 

are generated in these less formal settings. Variety and choice are the key objectives.

How does this affect the office facilities?
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Places to make a 
phone call

Places to 
collaborate

Task 
WorkQuiet space for 

focus work
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Providing secure lockers for personal items, will help the employees feel that their 

belongings are safe while working in other environments. All spaces must be beautiful 

and inviting. Even printer stations can look good as these areas are frequented often and 

are great spaces to interact with colleagues and share infomation. 

There should be a variety of styles and room functions to choose from. The task at hand 

will guide the employee to choose a suitable venue to complete their work. 

At the end of the day, your goal is to achieve the desired, quality result for your project 

or assignment on the due date. This relies on an employee being given the responsibility 

complete work output. Quite a shift from the traditional management styles!
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Each area needs to be equipped with resources such as; good  Wi-Fi, audio visual 

equipment, white boards, pin boards, telephone conferencing equipment, acoustic 

material on walls for sound absorption, pens, paper, sticky notes etc. Special attention 

needs to be taken in furniture choices from more formal meeting tables to softer settings 

with couches, coffee tables or even just standing cocktail tables. Be imaginative but 

practical. Remember that some of the older staff will be uncomfortable on bean bags 

and find it unproductive. Make sure there is an alternative. 

How did this new way of working evolve?

The nature of work being done has changed. Many mundane tasks are being automated, leaving 

employees with opportunities to innovate and explore other avenues. Awareness of where to find 

information and how to use it innovatively trumps just owning knowledge. To this end, talented 

people have become the true assets of any successful company and are to be valued.  

These employees needs have changed and with the desire for greater self-determination they 

require a more flexible approach to their working times and places. 
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The economy is under pressure leading to stress on performance and results, causing 

companies to reduce their overheads and  requiring dexterous work practices.

Social consciousness has grown to the extent that employees care about resources 

required for offices and companies are now making responsible choices. This affects the 

space planning footprint and even considers the commute of employees to and from the 

office each day.
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The benefits of Activity Based Working

Less time at a desk 

means less desks are 
needed. Reducing the 

number of “owned”  

or fixed workstations, 

reduces the space 

required which offers a 
saving in rentals.

Improved 
concentration allows 

tasks to be completed 

well and on time.

Giving staff a quiet 

place to think allows 

them to be more 
innovative and works 

for both introverts and 

extroverts.

Reducing churn 
costs (layout 

changes) as 

departments don’t 

need to be defined 

by areas.

Flexibility of time - 

employees taking on 

the responsibility of 

their work, leads to 

less sick leave being 

taken.  It also helps 

with their work/life 

balance.

Offering staff 

autonomy and choice 

builds a relationship 
of trust which makes 

employees feel 

more valued.  This 
leads to loyalty and 
engagement in their 

work.

Improved 
communication, 
collaboration and 

engagement of 

staff.

Flexibility of time 

also means that 

staff can spend less 
time commuting, 
and more time 
being productive.

Staff retention 
improves and new 

talent is attracted 

to working for 

a company that 

implements ABW.
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Disadvantages of Activity Based Working

One size does not fit all.  
Some types of work are more 

suited to flexibility than others.  

For example, if employees 

generally work autonomously 

and don’t have much need to 

collaborate or share ideas, then 

this way of working won’t be 

suitable.

There will be an expense 

for remodelling and due to 

disruption, there will be a 

loss of productivity for 

employees.

Not all personnel find it 

easy to adapt to this new 

way of working especially 

the older generation who 

have spent years working in a 

more formal environment.

A good Wi-Fi connection is 

essential to help with flexibility.  

Technology and equipment may 

need to be upgraded which can 

be expensive.

Some employees find it 

difficult to get used to not 

having their own workstation 

and not being able to personalise 

it. They also find it stressful to 

constantly move around and may 

feel the need to get to work early 

to secure a place that they may 

feel comfortable in.

Your current building 

may not be suitable for 

the kind of layout that is 

required for ABW which 

would require you to move 

to a more appropriate 

building.
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Human nature dictates that we tend to fear the unknown. A new job, a new home, a 

new exercise class, and indeed, a new way of working. In the words of authors James 

Belasco and Ralph Stayer, we tend to hold on so tightly to what we have -a corner office 

or cubicle with a colossal cherry oak desk - that we neglect to think about what we may 

gain by giving that up – increased collaboration, great spaces to complete each work 

task, increased mobility and so forth.

It is for this reason that Change Management* should form an essential part of the 

introduction and implementation of a new way of working. Particularly to an Activity 

Based Working (ABW) set-up where the rules of work change so significantly - requiring 

the employee to take full responsibility for how, where and when he/she works. 

The Importance of Change Management for Activity 
Based Working

The trade-off

Where most would assume that South Africa has a collectivist culture, the opposite is 

in fact true. According to a study by Dutch Social Psychologist, Geert Hofstede (2016), 

South African’s define self-image in ‘I’ as opposed to ‘we/us/our’ terms. Individualist 

societies look after themselves and their immediate families as opposed to considering 

the wellbeing of their extended family and the community. For us, any threat to our ability 

to care for ourselves or our immediate families causes a decrease in self-esteem.

As such, we experience great difficulty in adopting the shared ‘community’ mindset that 

is crucial for the success of an activity based working (ABW) set-up. We like the idea of 

having an assigned space, a small piece of ‘ownership’ in the office. We fear the loss of 

status and personal space that is perceived to occur when we give up our assigned desk.

 

Change Management should form an essential part of 
the introduction and implementation of a new way of 

working. 

*Change Management is the process of transitioning people from an old to a new way of doing things. It involves managing 

the human side of the change process to ensure that a particular business outcome/objective is achieved. 
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What is absolutely crucial, and should form the foundation of the 
Change Management process is to communicate the trade-off that 
employees will make by giving up their space and gaining a variety 
of work settings that will aid them in performing their work tasks 

effectively. 

Leadership buy-in

The above is impossible to achieve without buy-in from the Management team. The change 

to ABW requires a culture shift that moves away from the ‘line-of-sight’ Management 

style - that is quite ingrained in South African business culture, the notion that ‘I need to 

see you to know that you are working’, towards outcomes based working, ‘I know you are 

working because I can see the results/outcomes that you are producing’. 

A trust relationship needs to be established between employees and their Manager, 

something that should be developed well over a year before the shift to ABW. Employees 

need to know that they have the support of their leadership to take full advantage of the 

flexibility that an ABW environment offers. 

Thus, what is absolutely crucial, and should form the foundation of the Change 

Management process is to communicate the trade-off that employees will make by giving 

up their space and gaining a variety of work settings that will aid them in performing their 

work tasks effectively. If needs be, this process should occur as a gradual progression 

from having an assigned desk, to one non-assigned desk per person and ultimately (if 

in support of the business objectives), less desks in relation to the amount of people 

employed by the company. Best practice is to gradually acclimatize employees to the AWB 

way of working.  They need to be made aware of the ultimate vision for the workplace, 

and how this way of working will aid the business’ objectives. 

The latest office design trend to maximize 
workplace productivity 



8
Paragon Interiors ‘16

Another shift involves leaders moving away from authoritarian types of behaviours – 

controlling and directing – to being accommodating and welcoming the views and opinions 

of their staff, encouraging teams to come up with their own solutions to problems and to 

act with autonomy. 

Leaders need to wholeheartedly buy-in to the philosophy of ABW and communicate this 

continuously to employees. 

Change Management Recommendations 

JLL, an international real estate company (2012), and Morgan Lovell (2014), a leading UK 

office design and fit out company - whom have both had extensive experience with the 

ABW office set-up - have put a lot of effort into researching the most effective ways to gain 

the support of employees for this way of working. Together with their recommendations, 

we advise the following to ensure buy-in:

Research – the first step would be to research the opportunities for ABW in the 

organisation, bearing in mind that ABW won’t work for every business or department. 

Some employees require a permanent station due to the confidentiality or complexity of 

their work, or the resources and specialist equipment that enables them to perform their 

work tasks. Asking employees about the type of work activities they perform often and 

the resources they need to get their jobs done is a good place to start. This also involves 

employees in the process, reassuring them that their opinion counts. 

Communication – arguably the most important part of the process, employees should 

hear about the proposed change to ABW, 12-18 months prior to the move. Communication 

should be a two way process with platforms created for employees to share their views 

and concerns, i.e. face-to-face staff meetings/workshops, an email address, a suggestion 

box etc. These channels should be left open well into the shift to ABW (12-18 months post 

implementation). 

What should be communicated to employees?

- The ethos of ABW and how it works

- The benefits of ABW

- How ABW will aid the business’ objectives
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- The logistics around the shift to ABW – timelines and the implementation programme

   How should this information be communicated?

- Newsletters 

- Posters

- Workshops

- Company intranet

Training – training in the various facilities available to employees and what types of work 

each facility can be used for. In addition to this, training in:

- New technologies

- The booking system for various facilities in the office (if applicable)

- Housekeeping/office etiquette around this new way of working

- Line manager training – managing by results and not by sight

Follow-up research – at regular intervals post-implementation (3 months, 6 months, 

9 months, 12 months etc.) follow-up surveys should be administered to assess how 

employees are adapting to the new way of working, what challenges still need to be 

addressed and whether the facilities are being utilised effectively. Action should be taken 

to remedy challenges (may require further communication and training). 
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While no single design is right for every company, understanding how 

different options can help employees increase productivity and engagement 

is the first step towards choosing the best office design solution for your 

business. Where we work influences how we work, and how well we work. 

Let Paragon Interiors help you make your offices work for you! 

Contact us on 011 706 5123, we would love to assist you!
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