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transformation
COVID-19 is reconfiguring the office
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A new workplace
under COVID-19
The immediate impact of the COVID-19 crisis on offices around the world was
dramatic. Almost overnight once bustling hubs of activity were emptied out as
people were instructed to work from home. For many office workers, this meant a
sudden pivot to practices that had previously played a supplementary role at most in
their working lives. Face-to-face team meetings and in-person collaboration was
replaced by video conferences, virtual chatrooms and online file sharing.
For many, the benefits of working from home – such as not having to commute and
being able to spend more time with family – has been welcome. And the experience
has changed people’s expectations of what work can be: around half of UK workers
believe that flexible working will increase long-term as a result of the crisis.¹
However, despite the huge strides forward made by digital collaboration and
communication tools in recent years, the benefits of co-locating workers in an office
for at least some of the time are hard to replace. Working in a shared space fosters a
sense of community and togetherness that no amount of video conferencing can
quite replicate. Office working also encourages serendipity. As Steve Jobs reportedly
put it: “creativity comes from spontaneous meetings, from random discussions. You
run into someone, you ask what they’re doing, you say ‘Wow’ and soon you’re
cooking up all sorts of ideas”.²
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50%
UK workers believe
flexible working will
increase long-term1

A new workplace
under COVID-19
If it seems inevitable that offices will remain with
us for some time yet, it’s far less clear exactly
how these spaces will operate. The continued
threat posed by COVID-19 means that even with
economies restarting and lockdown restrictions
eased around the world, some level of social
distancing will need to remain in place or be
reinstated as needed – perhaps until a vaccine or
effective anti-viral treatments are discovered.
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A new workplace
under COVID-19
The office model that is emerging needs to consider health and hygiene
above all else. Government guidelines have revealed what this could look
like in practice. These include workers being required to stay two metres
away from each other at all times, with sticky tape on the floor to mark out
spaces. Hot desking is no longer be an option and face-to-face meetings are
banned. Lifts are half utilised and working hours staggered to reduce the
number of people in the office at any given time.
Making the office safe for workers to return is therefore a significant task
that many organisations are finding challenging. Fortunately, just as
technology provided a solution to rapid home-working requirements, it can
also help companies manage these new requirements. By investing in the
right ‘smart building’ technologies, businesses can both make their office
spaces safer for workers now and prepare for a long-term future where
more employees than ever are working from home.
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The return
to work
Intelligent workplace mean safer offices
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Digital Twin
The first challenge facing operations and planning staff is
overseeing the phased return to work of employees to the office.
Employers are conscious of getting this absolutely right to protect
the health of their workers while also ensuring the office is as
productive as possible.
Data, analytics and modelling are central to this effort. By arming
themselves with the right data, employers are able to model the
optimum approach to protecting the workforce. One approach in
particular is of use in this context: Digital Twins. Virtual
representations of physical objects – Digital Twins – are
increasingly being used in intelligent workplaces.
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Digital Twin
Digital Twins pave the way for significant improvements in how we monitor
and manage building operations and present a number of use cases that are
beneficial in the context of COVID-19 including:
Planning optimisation
Modelling via a Digital Twin can help HR and facilities management optimise floor layout to
reduce the numbers of people working in close proximity, as well as monitor the situation
in real-time to limit the number of people within specific zones in a building.

Predictive analytics
Predictive analytics provide a means by which employers can model against ‘what if’
scenarios. The ability to aggregate data related to occupancy, energy consumption,
network bandwidth, environmental metrics and any other measurement deemed
necessary, allows business continuity teams to model and understand the downstream
impact of almost any scenario. This ability provides companies with unprecedented
flexibility in an ever-changing world that increasingly demands rapid adaptation.

Remote monitoring & management
The ability to manage a building through a Digital Twin helps reduce the number of people
required in the office, making it safer for those who need to be there. Facilities team
members, for example, are able to monitor HVAC, electrical and mechanical equipment
remotely, with the option to schedule physical on-site visits if required.
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Additional safety measures
In addition to Digital Twins, a number of other technologies have great
potential to help make the workplace safer for returning workers. Thermal
imaging technology, for instance, can be used to detect individuals with a
fever so they can be instantly sent home to self-isolate. It also functions as
a powerful deterrent as employees will err on the side of caution and stay
home rather than risk arriving at the office and getting turned away.
Businesses should also consider some of the other safety features offered
by intelligent workplaces, such as the ability to alert security or emergency
services to an incident at the push of a button or issue a building-wide
emergency notification in critical situations.

Together, these technologies comprise a new
generation of first-line defence mechanisms
that will prove highly beneficial both in
getting people back into the office now and in
helping to manage future pandemics.
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The unstoppable rise
of flexible working
Smart ways to manage real estate
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Thanks to the need for long-term social distancing
within offices and workers’ growing appreciation for
home working, even workplaces that have traditionally
only opted for co-located working will need to be more
flexible.
The seemingly unstoppable rise of flexible working has significant
implications for how organisations manage space within the office,
particularly when they return to growth. Many real estate and
operations departments around the globe have been asking whether,
given the transition to remote working, investing in real estate is even
worthwhile anymore.
Data-centric digital technology provides a way for companies to
answer this question. By deploying IoT sensors around the office,
employers can gather the data they need to understand exact levels
of occupancy and utilisation. Consuming multiple data sources into a
common platform to aggregate and bring together a total view of
occupancy within a space will be critical in determining the future
real estate strategy for a company.
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An AI-powered system capable of analysing the utilisation
across an office, merging data from workplace platforms (such
as G Suite and O365) and providing recommendations as to
how the furniture could be re-configured to support greater
capacity, or a greater number of new workspaces, could save
hundreds of hours of effort from the real estate and facilities
team in planning.

It would also be a significant driver for cost savings. Such a
solution could, in fact, cut millions in unnecessary expenditure
each year, while also securing new sources of revenue. For
example, a company looking to expand would typically lease
more office space. However, with insights from advanced
workspace platforms they could instead simply reconfigure the
existing workspace to support the required capacity, while
workplace experience applications would allow them to
increase utilisation. The company could thereby cut significant
expenditure that would have been incurred over the course of
a 10-15-year lease.
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Encouraging workers
back to the office
Intelligent workplace and the employee experience
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While remote and home working will now
be far more prevalent than in the past, it will
not entirely replace the office. Many
employers want at least some of their
workforce to return as soon as possible to
rebuild the sense of shared endeavour and
to unlock the productivity benefits that
come with co-location.

The challenge here lies in finding the right balance between
home and office working, particularly when many people have
grown used to the comforts of working from home and may be
questioning the purpose of the traditional office environment.
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In this context, intelligent workplaces can become
a powerful lever to draw employees back to the
office while enhancing their wellbeing and
productivity.
There are two immediate ways in which intelligent workplaces can help:
Reduce friction within the workplace
The Smart Building can serve to remove much of the friction and frustration of the
standard office. Workplace experience applications that allow smart and dynamic
reservation of space, while helping to connect users with their colleagues, will
help ensure that working from the office is as convenient and productive as
remote working.

Enhanced employee experiences
When working remotely, many employees will have grown accustomed to a
personalised space at home. The emergence of mobile apps and systems that
grant users increasing control over their environment are just one way in which
smart building infrastructure can empower workers to truly ‘own’ their workspace.
For example, imagine walking into a meeting room, placing your phone on a
wireless charger, triggering the room to automatically start your meeting,
adjusting the temperature to your desired setting and switching to a lighting
preference of your choice. In this way, smart building infrastructure can serve to
augment and truly enhance the user experience.
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The COVID-19 crisis led to what was
in effect a giant experiment in home
working at scale. The experiment was
a success and the question now
facing employers is this: If
employees can now do their job
from home, what is it that drives
them to come into the office? The
answer to this question could end up
completely transforming the function
and feel of tomorrow’s office space.

Change is
coming fast
Adapt now

16

NOW

NEXT

Beyond the concerns around social distancing and employee safety that are front of mind, the long-term
consequence of COVID-19 is that employers need to reconsider the size and function of their offices to make
them better suited to more flexible working patterns. The prolonged disruption will likely accelerate the pivot
away from intelligent workplaces as a niche subject to the next frontier in how we unlock much needed flexibility
in the way employees and businesses utilise office space moving forward.
Intelligent workplaces are not just about cutting-edge technology, they are about gaining true understanding
into building utilisation and developing workplace insights which will develop the most important capability
in an ever-changing world: flexibility. Whether it’s how to phase a return to the office, improve safety and
collaboration, or manage costs, companies can have it all by developing their smart building capabilities.
More broadly, the availability of home working at any scale means that the office can be so much more than
simply a set of rooms filled with workstations. As a result, the central office could evolve to fill a new function,
becoming an experiential venue for collaboration and creativity. If this happens, they will look very different to
the past, and smart technologies will need to be applied to a set of new use cases around facilitating
collaboration and ideation in new ways.
The potential of this change is huge. And with companies already forced to do things differently and rethink how
they work, now is the perfect time to plan for this future.
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To help our clients navigate both the
human and business impact of COVID-19,
we’ve created a hub of all of our latest
thinking on a variety of topics.
Each topic highlights specific actions which
can be taken now, and what to consider next
as industries move towards a new normal.
From leadership essentials to ensuring
productivity for your employees and
customer service groups to building supply
chain resilience and much more, our hub
will be constantly updated. Check
back regularly for more insights.

VISIT OUR HUB HERE
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About Accenture
Accenture is a leading global professional services company, providing
a broad range of services in strategy and consulting, interactive,
technology and operations, with digital capabilities across all of these
services. We combine unmatched experience and specialized
capabilities across more than 40 industries — powered by the world’s
largest network of Advanced Technology and Intelligent Operations
centres. With 509,000 people serving clients in more than 120
countries, Accenture brings continuous innovation to help clients
improve their performance and create lasting value across their
enterprises. Visit us at www.accenture.com.
Visit us at www.accenture.com
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