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This report shares data and insights from a review of 80 
space utilisation studies carried out by global workplace 
change and relocation specialist MovePlan between 2011 
and 2019. The projects spanned Asia Pacific, Australia, 
Europe and North America, with observations primarily of 
three workspace types: workstations, conference rooms and 
alternative work settings. Five industry sectors were chosen 
for cross-sector analysis: finance/insurance, government, 
media, pharmaceuticals and technology. In all, around 2.3 
million data points were collected. MovePlan partnered 
with global future-of-work knowledge network WORKTECH 
Academy on the report to explore how people work and not 
just where they work. 

The review reveals varying degrees of under-utilisation of 
space in all global regions and industry sectors, a reflection 
of the fact that the vast majority of the surveys we 
examined are looking to better understand their current 
work space use. Traditional workstations remain better 
utilised than either conference rooms or alternative work 
settings such as breakout or informal collaborative spaces 
– these have the lowest rates of use globally and appear 
least well understood by users, who tend to use them for 
heads-down work rather than interaction. There is evidence 
that, globally, conference room tech and equipment is also 
seriously under-utilised. 

By region, interesting cultural variations can be observed. 
Asia Pacific employees have the highest rates of workstation 
use but are showing signs of becoming more mobile within 
the office and working away from the desk. The North 
American workplace is flatlining in its bid to be more 
space-efficient – its alternative work settings stand vacant 
three-quarters of the time – but is recognising the need 
to improve. Australia’s relative maturity in flexible remote 
working is contributing to lower utilisation of meeting 
rooms and alternative work settings. Europe fairs best in 
using alternative work settings, an indication of its focus on 
achieving agility inside office buildings.

1 Executive summary

The review reveals varying 
degrees of under-utilisation 
of space in all global regions 
and industry sectors...
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Different industry sectors exhibit different traits in how 
people work. Financial services emerge as ‘fast followers’ 
in workplace design, making steady gains in space 
utilisation and experimenting with different formats 
and approaches as the sector tries to find the best way 
forward. Government offices are struggling to shake off 
rigid, bureaucratic, inflexible ways of working. Media firms 
emerge from the study as less progressive in space use, and 
with some way to go, than some high-profile projects in the 
sector might suggest. The pharmaceutical sector is driving 
ahead with greater patterns of collaboration while tech 
companies are showing a high degree of synchronicity and 
consistency in their approach to workplace strategy.

The report concludes with some reflections on what the 
datasets are telling us about changing patterns of work 
around the world and in different industries. Analysis of data 
collected in 2019 before and after a workplace transition 
suggests a general move away from at-desk working, more 
face-to-face meetings and a greater uptake of alternative 
work settings, albeit from a low base. Just as important 
as the space itself are enabling services to improve user 
comfort, such as charging points, height-adjustable desks, 
display screens or sound barriers – these also influence and 
improve levels of space efficiency. 

Just as important as the 
space itself are enabling 
services to improve user 
comfort, which also 
influence space efficiency…
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Organisations around the world today are looking more 
closely than ever before at how their people use space 
for working. The need to drive up corporate innovation 
while at the same time seeking space efficiencies and 
driving down real estate costs has led to renewed focus 
on what really happens in the places, spaces and settings 
where work happens. This process will only intensify in the 
aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis which has made many 
companies reassess their office property portfolios. 

Who occupies these spaces? How often do they work 
there? What do their behaviours reveal? And how do 
their patterns of space utilisation reflect the real estate 
strategies of the organisations that employ them? 

Today, there is an explosion in data being collected on 
corporate space use due to the development of a wealth 
of new utilisation technologies, so the current picture 
is becoming well documented. Insights gained from 
understanding not just where people work but how they 
work can inform location strategy, spatial planning and 
office design. But there is less empirical research which 
goes back over time to show how space utilisation has 
changed in the past decade – and there are few studies 
that explore differences over time across regions, countries 
and industry sectors. 

 

Data from five sectors

This report, entitled How People Work, a partnership 
between MovePlan and WORKTECH Academy, examines 
global data from 80 MovePlan space utilisation studies 
as a basis for workplace analysis and commentary, which 
draws on research from around the WORKTECH network. 
It looks at organisations in five sectors and it harvests 
around 2.3 million data points, with observations primarily 
of three workplace settings: workstations, conferences 
rooms and alternative work settings, such as collaboration 
or breakout spaces. The study’s geographical spread covers 
Asia Pacific, Australia, Europe and North America.  

2 Introduction

Understanding not just 
where people work but 
how they work can inform 
location strategy, spatial 
planning and office design…
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The report presents results and insights from the studies, 
and reflects on the findings to present commentary on 
how different industry sectors are evolving their space 
strategies and what they might do in the future, and how 
different regions and country markets reflect different 
cultural attitudes in how people use space. 

The How People Work report links together space, 
behaviour and technology and, through study of 
utilisation, shines a light on how organisations in different 
industry sectors and different regions can create higher-
performing, more cost-effective workplaces in the future.      

Linking space, behaviour 
and technology to shine 
a light on how to create 
higher-performing, more 
cost-effective workplaces...
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MovePlan has a global client base which it supports 
through the journey of workplace change and relocation. It 
regularly conducts space utilisation studies both ahead of 
property transitions and after them. This report draws on 
a unique resource – a total of 80 MovePlan space utilisation 
studies compiled over a nine-year period 2011-2019 at 
organisations located in Asia Pacific, Australia, Europe and 
North America. The vast majority of these studies prior to 
2019 map utilisation in pre-transition workplaces – such 
studies enable companies to set a direction to correct low 
or unbalanced utilisation, enabling the introduction of new 
and more agile ways of working.   

Space utilisation studies in five large industry sectors – 
finance/insurance, government, media, pharmaceuticals 
and technology – were chosen for analysis to enable cross-
sector comparison. Each industry and client could be at a 
different stage of the workplace transformation journey. At 
each site, the studies lasted from five to ten days. Spaces 
were surveyed from three to 15 times per day, and survey 
data was compiled from around 2.3 million data points. 

The biggest sample – more than 1.3 million data points – 
was collected in the financial and insurance sector; the 
smallest sample was from Government – just over 83,000. 
The financial sector also yielded the highest number space 
utilisation studies, with 22; technology pitched in just 
behind, with 20. Data was physically collected using hand-
held tablets with Accordant software by CadM.

3 Methodology 

Each industry and client 
could be at a different 
stage of the workplace 
transformation journey…
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Fig 1: Surveyed data points by sector

Three primary areas

Observations were collated into three primary areas: 
workstations, conference rooms and alternative work 
settings. Workstations typically are assigned to a person 
or department, include open plan desks, clustered desks 
and smaller room furniture(e.g. offices) with integrated 
technology, in each case used by one person at a time. 
Conference rooms include both large and smaller 
meeting spaces, enclosed and permeable, bookable and 
non-bookable, with and without integrated technical 
equipment. Alternative work settings encompass a 
wide range of spaces from cafeteria, pantry, soft 
seating and other social spaces breakout and social 
spaces to innovation rooms, transitional areas and agile 
scrum settings. Often provided for primarily informal 
collaboration, these alternative settings are used for a 
wider variety of activities.   

By region, Europe provided the most data points – more 
than 580,000 – with North America (around 475,000) 

Alternative work settings 
encompass a wide range of 
spaces that often provided 
for informal collaboration 
but host a variety of 
activities…

Workstations
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and Asia Pacific (around 415,000) not far behind. 
Organisations contributed data from seven countries: 
Australia; Canada; USA; UK; Ireland; Hong Kong and 
Singapore. All the datasets were then compiled in-house 
by MovePlan’s global development director and analysed 
by WORKTECH Academy’s expert team, who were able 
to draw on comparable data and relevant literature and 
reports from around the WORKTECH global network.   

Fig 2: Surveyed data points by region 

Workstations

Surveyed Data Points by Region

Conference 
Rooms

Alternative 
Settings

Asia Pacific Australia Europe North America

330,866 61,190 513,484 424,426

60,852 7,600 20,473 22,265

22,283 9,400 46,583 28,940
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What does the data tell us about what has been 
happening to space utilisation patterns at the global 
scale? 

Average utilisation of workstations stands at 55 per cent 
across the board compared to 43 per cent for conference 
rooms and just 30 per cent for alternative work settings. 
While the workstation average for utilisation compares 
favourably to comparable studies which tend to hover 
below 50 per cent on average, there is still plenty 
of expensive desk space being under-utilised inside 
organisations at the end of a decade in which workplace 
strategy, space planning and facilities management were 
all geared to achieving ever-greater space efficiencies. 

Workers globally get their heads down for focused work at 
their workstations – 35 per cent of workstation utilisation is 
about concentrating on tasks and, in comparison, hardly 
any time is spent on informal collaboration (just 3 per 
cent) or talking on the phone (2 per cent). 

Fig 3: Average utilisation by surveyed space type

4 A Global Picture
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Meeting rooms sitting empty

Despite everyone’s favourite complaint that they can never 
find a meeting room when they need one, many meeting 
rooms are also sitting empty. This suggests that some 
companies are struggling to get both the ratio of meeting 
rooms to other spaces and the size of meeting rooms 
right. There may also be some issues with room booking 
systems and meeting behaviours and protocols that these 
numbers expose, as well as an inability to manage or 
flatten out peak times for demand. 

Analysis of global conference room use suggests that far 
more meetings are conducted without the use of audio-
visual and/or video-conferencing equipment than with 
(26 per cent of utilisation compared to 12 per cent). This 
suggests that much conference room equipment is under-
utilised, a finding which will pain financial directors who 
have agreed to fork out large sums to make meeting 
spaces technologically-enabled in the age of cross-
disciplinary and dispersed teams. It could be that, around 
the world, many meetings are more ad hoc and social and 
less business delivery-oriented than the formal timetable 
of scheduled corporate meetings might portray.

As for a rate of utilisation for alternative work settings 
that is well under a third globally, this result demonstrates 
there is a lack of awareness of how to use such spaces 
by employees, which is somewhat ironic in the so-called 
age of workplace innovation. However, this finding 
corresponds with other surveys which suggest that people 
lack understanding or permission to use such spaces, and 
feel uncomfortable going into them as a result. Alternative 
work settings may also be poorly defined from a user 
perspective, carved out of in-between spaces or positioned 
off limits from general office use, and would benefit from 
deeper analysis when conducting space reviews in order to 
achieve greater clarity. 

Progress has been patchy

When one looks at average space utilisation over time 
from 2011 to 2019, progress has generally been patchy.  
Average workstation utilisation rose steadily early in the 
decade, peaking at over 60 per cent in 2016, but then 
slipped back. Utilisation includes both ‘occupied’ and 
‘warm’ (showing signs of use even if the person is not 

People globally appear 
to lack understanding 
or permission to use 
alternative settings...
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present at the desk). A rise in ‘warm’ space observed over 
the total period suggests that employees are generally 
becoming more mobile within the office and venturing 
away from the desk, perhaps into conference and 
collaborative spaces. 

Fig 4: Average global utilisation 2011-19 

Average conference room utilisation peaked at 50 per cent 
in 2017 and 2018 but by 2019 it was back down to 2014 
levels at around 40 per cent. Alternative work settings 
were the bright new things on the block at the start of the 
decade but an average utilisation rate of just 16 per cent 
in 2011 had only gone up a measly 10 percentage points 
by 2019, an indication of the rollercoaster ride this space 
typology experienced and the sheer variety of settings 
included in this category.   

Evidence suggests that alternative work settings are not 
necessarily being used for informal collaboration and ideas 
exchange. When people do decide to occupy these settings 
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(and relatively low numbers do), many are camping 
there to gets some heads-down, focused work done (15 
per cent of utilisation) or take a break and eat lunch (5 
per cent). Only 5 per cent of utilisation is about informal 
collaboration and meetings. 

Not adapting

Many workplace architects and strategists are champions 
of the inclusion of alternative work settings in office 
planning, arguing that innovation cycles in business today 
demand a richer mix of collaborative spaces. But it seems 
that office workers globally aren’t exactly adapting with 
this approach – instead they use these spaces sparingly 
to suit their own work needs at the time, and many are 
resisting being forced into a workstyle that feels unnatural 
to them. 

In particular, it appears that many refugees from the 
noise and distractions of open plan space find alternative 
work settings a helpful place for some peace and quiet 
to concentrate on solo tasks, giving these spaces less 
functional definition than their designers perhaps 
intended. The key factor with this space typology is choice 
– it is about allowing people use such spaces any way they 
want, and in a way they feel comfortable. So, if they want 
to do heads-down work, why not? Are people being forced 

into a workstyle that feels 
unnatural?
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5 Regional Patterns  

Fig 5: Average utilisation 2011-19 in four regions showing 
trend line

When we drill down into the patterns of office space 
utilisation region by region, some interesting cultural 
variations emerge. How people work owes more to specific 
geographies than the globalised workplace industry may 
wish to acknowledge. 

Asia Pacific, for example, has the highest rates of 
utilisation for both workstations (62 per cent) and meeting 
rooms (48 per cent) of the four regions surveyed: Asia 
Pacific, Europe, North America and Australia. This might be 
a reflection of the condensed nature of domestic spaces or 
traditionally higher number of adult family members under 
one roof in Singapore and Hong Kong (the two countries 
where the studies space utilisation studies were carried 

Please note: studies completed in 2012 were for industry sectors outside the scope of this report.
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out), which means there are distractions affecting home 
and remote working. There are also traditional workstyle 
legacies in the region that encourage presenteeism - 
although a score of 20 per cent for ‘warm’ use of desks 
suggests that more APAC employees are becoming more 
agile and moving about the building rather than being 
tied to a desk.  

Behind the curve

The North American workplace has a lower rate of space 
utilisation and has recognised through results like these 
the importance of upping its game. Its overall workstation 
utilisation is just 49 per cent compared to a global average 
of 55 per cent (although Canada performs better than the 
US) and its conference room utilisation stands at just 39 
per cent compared to a global average of 43 per cent. Its 
alternative work settings stand vacant three-quarters of 
the time. 

Between the East and West coasts, where new real estate 
trends and ways of working have been pushed most 
strongly in the US, there is clearly a lot of office space that 
is not being intensely occupied – even though many US 
companies now recognise the value of achieving better 
utilisation scores. Desk-sharing schemes with tighter ratios 
have been resisted. Also in the US, a low ‘warm’ ratio for 
workstation utilisation of 13 per cent suggests people don’t 
wander much, reflecting a cultural norm that you’re not 
considered to be working unless you’re sitting at a desk. 
That may change in the future.

Australia, meanwhile, presents space utilisation results 
that reflect its global position as a leader in workplace 
design and its maturity in the adoption of the tools of 
mobile working. Workstation utilisation is a respectable 52 
per cent, but very low occupancy rates are recorded for 
both Australia’s conference rooms, which are empty two-
thirds of the time, and alternative work settings, which are 
empty 85 per cent of the time. Could it be that Australians 
are taking advantage of new workplace design to work 
more flexibly on and off site? There is, however, a very low 
uptake of collaboration technologies in meeting rooms, 
which is surprising given how far Australia is from the rest 
of the world.

There is clearly a lot of 
office space that is not being 
intensely occupied...
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The search for solutions   

What of Europe, which is represented in this research by 
the UK and Ireland? Workstation use at 57 per cent is 
just above the global average, and Europe shares with 
Asia Pacific a growing sense of employee mobility and 
empowerment within the workplace, indicated by a high 
score for ‘warm’ use. While standard phone use at the 
desk is low everywhere, Europe’s workers use the phone the 
least – this could indicate a big email culture.  

Where Europe beats the rest of the world is in terms 
of utilisation of alternative work settings, with 36 per 
cent occupancy. There is also evidence that companies 
headquartered in either the UK or Ireland are making 
much more use of AV and VC technologies in their meeting 
rooms. Looking at data for utilisation in alternative work 
settings in Europe, there is the highest spectrum of results 
from 0-90 per cent within Europe-based companies, 
indicating that different organisations are experimenting 
with lots of different ways to design their zones for 
informal interchange and innovation. This is in contrast to 
low-occupancy rates for alternative work settings in North 
America and Australia where the spectrum differences 
are much smaller, indicating a more generic approach 
that isn’t working effectively and a general apathy around 
finding new ways to make these areas work better.    

Average space utilisation

When average patterns of space utilisation are examined 
by region over time from 2011 to 2019, things get 
even more intriguing. Despite Asia Pacific having high 
occupancy rates compared to elsewhere, the trend 
line for utilisation over time in the region is actually 
heading marginally down. This indicates that Asia Pacific 
companies have been active in coming with new ways of 
working to manage utilisation in some of the world’s most 
expensive real estate markets, for example supporting 
flexible work with better use of laptops and public wi-fi. 
By contrast, Europe is on an upward trajectory in term of 
average utilisation over time – reflecting the approach of 
many European companies to experiment with new and 
agile workplace ideas inside the formal office building. 

Australia is also going in the right direction, admittedly 
from a very low base in terms of conference rooms and 

The trend line for utilisation 
over time in the Asia Pacific 
region is actually heading 
down...
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alternative work settings. As for the North American 
workplace, it is simply flatlining, neither moving up or 
down. It appears stuck between traditional office planning 
and new ways of working, unable to shift the dial on space 
utilisation.  

At least the US and Canada can claim slow growth in 
average workstation utilisation over time, although this 
movement is not as impressive as Europe or Australia. 
From the dizzy heights of occupation in 2014-15, utilisation 
rates in the Asia Pacific workplace have headed south as it 
has introduced more workforce mobility. 

All regions are managing to improve their average 
utilisation of meeting rooms over time - with European 
companies racking up especially strong momentum in this 
area. North America’s gains are more sluggish, in line with 
its general performance. As for the use of alternative work 
settings over time, Europe and Australia are really setting 
the upward pace while Asia Pacific records marginal gains. 
Utilisation of alternative work settings has plummeted 
in the US and Canada over the past decade, which 
might prompt calls for a rethink on how these areas are 
developed and communicated to the workforce in the 
future.  

The North American 
workplace appears to be 
flatlining, stuck between 
traditional office planning 
and new ways of working...
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Fig 6: Overall utilisation by industry   

  

Analysis of the data reveals that space utilisation varies 
not just between different regions but between different 
industry sectors too. While the faster-moving media 
and technology sectors, for example, show workstation 
utilisation comfortably above the global average of 55 
per cent, the pharmaceutical and government sectors sit 
below it. Finance/insurance, meanwhile, is closer to the 
global average for workstations – but presents a lower 
performance in terms of utilisation of alternative work 
settings, recording a score of just 33 per cent compared to 
a global average of 43 per cent.
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Finance/insurance 

Dig a little deeper and some interesting patterns emerge. 
Organisations in the finance/insurance sector appear to 
be on a journey towards more efficient space utilisation 
but are still unsure of the destination. Average space 
utilisation over time from 2011 to 2019 shows a gradual if 
unspectacular upward trend line, reflecting the status of 
financial services as ‘fast followers’ in workplace design. 

Workstation utilisation stands at a respectable 57 per 
cent, with 15 per cent of this occupation recorded as 
‘warm’ – indicating greater mobility within financial offices. 
However, conference room utilisation is below 40 per 
cent (against a global average of 43 per cent) and only a 
third of available alternative work space is in use. People 
are mainly using alternative work settings inside financial 
service companies for phone calls and heads-down work 
(more than 20 per cent of utilisation); just 4 per cent 
are actually collaborating. There is also a low uptake of 
communication technologies in conference rooms. 

It isn’t that financial organisations aren’t try to raise their 
game – they provide the widest spectrum of organisational 
results from 0-90 per cent for alternative work settings 
among the industry sectors studied, and conference 
room utilisation has a company range from 0 to above 
60 per cent. These numbers indicate some variety and 
experimentation with new formats and approaches. It is 
just that the sector is still in the process of determining the 
best ways forward. 

Government

The Government workplace emerges from this study in 
a less positive place. Rather than preparing for lift-off 
like financial services, it finds itself bottom of the sector 
rankings and therefore well behind the curve of change. 
Workstation utilisation at 48 per cent is below the global 
average but hardly a disaster. However, meeting rooms 
are empty for two-thirds of the time, there is a complete 
absence of communication technologies, and utilisation of 
alternative work settings is through the floor with only 19 
per cent occupancy. 

These results are reflective of a traditional workplace with 
lots of wasted space that is struggling to shake off rigid, 
bureaucratic, inflexible ways of working. It is as though any 

The financial workplace is 
still determining the best 
ways forward...
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general advances in the public-sector workplace over the 
past decade in terms of moving towards a more flexible 
and collaborative workstyle have failed to percolate 
through to Government offices. 

At least our public officials are concentrating hard: well 
over a third of workstation utilisation (37 per cent) is 
devoted to heads-down work. But phone use is largely 
non-existent, perhaps indicating a big formal memo 
and email culture. Government staff also appear to use 
alternative work settings exclusively for focus tasks. 

Media

The results of this study belie the slick stereotype of the 
flexible, fast-moving media organisation to some extent. 
While high-profile companies such as Bloomberg or Sky 
Central in London, for example, suggest that the media 
industry has invested heavily in recent years to create 
a higher-performing workplace, the media sector more 
generally still has some way to go to be seen as truly 
collaborative based on these findings. In part, these results 
are a reflection of space utilisation studies being done 
prior to media clients making transformational changes to 
their workplace and in order to inform those changes. 

Utilisation on the whole is good, but not spectacular. 
Workstation utilisation at 60 per cent is comfortably 
above the global average, and more than a third of that 
occupation is ‘warm’ use, indicating that media staffers 
are moving freely about their buildings during the working 
day and are not tied to the desk. But conference room 
utilisation is a miserable 37 per cent and presentation 
technologies are mysteriously under-utilised given that we 
are talking about media companies here. Alternative work 
settings are empty nearly 70 per cent of the time, which is 
close to the global average; and when they are occupied, 
the users are mainly people trying to get some peace and 
quiet to concentrate. 

Pharmaceutical  

The pharmaceutical industry is ahead of other sectors in 
terms of conference room utilisation (standing at 48 per 
cent) and use of collaboration technologies such as AV 
and VC. Utilisation of alternative work settings is around 

Collaborative spaces 
host people trying to get 
some peace and quiet to 
concentrate...
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the global average of 30 per cent, indicating that there is 
an opportunity for pharmaceutical companies to relieve 
pressure on meeting rooms by making better use of 
informal collaboration spaces. 

Already one can see encouraging signs of people inside 
pharmaceutical/life science companies using alternative 
work settings for the informal collaborative activities for 
which they were intended, even though there is still plenty 
of heads-down work going on (16 per cent of utilisation) in 
areas designed for interaction. 

In the largely successful drive for more collaboration, the 
challenge for the pharmaceutical sector is in workstation 
utilisation – this stands at just 47 per cent, meaning a lot 
of wasted desks. With the exception of the technology 
sector, overall utilisation by pharmaceutical companies 
shows the narrowest spectrum of results, indicating 
that players in the sector are more aligned in terms of 
workplace direction and closely benchmarking the efforts 
of their direct competitors.  

Technology 

Technology organisations share some characteristics with 
the media and pharmaceutical sectors, according to the 
space utilisation data harvested by MovePlan. However, 
in each of the three space typologies studied, there is 
the least variation in approach between different tech 
companies. This shows a high degree of synchronicity and 
consistency in workplace strategy across the tech sector 
as a whole: 20 different space utilisation studies were 
examined to form the technology picture.

Workstation utilisation is strong at 58 per cent with 
some evidence of considerable mobility away from the 
desk within tech buildings and informal collaboration in 
and around workstations. Conference room utilisation 
is hovering around the 50 per cent mark, well above the 
global average; communication technologies are widely 
deployed in these rooms, as might be expected. But the 
big surprise is in alternative work settings which are vacant 
three-quarters of the time, and occupied by more people 
doing heads-down work (19 per cent of utilisation) than 
actual collaborators (6 per cent).  

Tech companies shows a 
high degree of consistency 
in workplace strategy...
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Space utilisation data is vital to understanding how space 
is used today. It is an important piece of the workplace 
strategy puzzle for any organisation. While presence and 
absence data provides clear black-and-white data, it is 
the shades of grey – how space is being used – that is even 
more important to helping companies to develop the 
workplace strategy that is right for their needs. 

This report shows underutilisation of space in all global 
regions and industry sectors. This is to be expected: when 
companies commit funds to conduct a space utilisation 
study, they generally perceive that they have low or 
incorrect utilisations and are trying to find out why.  

Pre- and post-change comparisons (2019)

In this context, it is instructive to study data collected 
before and after any workplace change. We were able 
to do this by analysing data from 26 MovePlan space 
utilisation studies in 2019 – and the results were revealing. 
While workstation utilisation generally improved from pre-
workplace change (50 per cent) to post-workplace change 
(56 per cent), the biggest leap was in ‘warm’ use (up 
from 15 to 22 per cent). This indicates that, post-change, 
there was greater mobility within the office and a shift in 
culture away from at-desk working. In essence, this also 
meant that there was a greater increase in utilisation than 
occupancy.  

Conference room utilisation also rose after workplace 
change had been implemented – up from 43 to 47 per 
cent. But the biggest increase was recorded in meetings 
without any use of equipment, more than doubling from 
12 to 26 per cent. This result might be accounted for by 
better conference room design attracting short exchange 
activities previously taking place around the desk; or it 
might simply be that, post-change, there are more actual 
face-to-face meetings taking place rather than people 
simply hiding behind a laptop.  

Utilisation of alternative work settings recorded a healthy 
increase from 27 to 35 per cent between pre- and post-

7 Reflections

Under-utilisation of space 
in all global regions and 
industry sectors is to be 
expected...
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workplace change. But that result did not necessarily mean 
informal collaboration activities increasing as a result: 
the rise was mainly driven by people breaking and eating 
in these spaces (up by 5 per cent) or doing heads-down 
work (up by 4 per cent). It seems that it is proving hard to 
moving the dial on utilisation of alternative work settings 
very far. This position might be attributed to specific 
company cultures rather than a more general trend. 

Indeed, in trying to solve the entire workplace strategy 
puzzle, it is important to examine closely company culture 
– employers need to understand why people work the way 
they do today, and the impact that holistic workplace 
change can have on the organisation. 

Different space types

Looking broadly at the different space types discussed in 
this report, it is clear from our research into workstations 
that – as new ways of working become more mainstream 
– it is important that companies understand why they 
still need individual work-points, based on the work their 
people do and their business productivity goals. Evidenced 
slack in workstation utilisation is unlikely to disappear in 
the near future, and could even increase.

Conference rooms are often under-utilised at the same 
time as there is a perceived over-demand for such spaces 
within organisations. This is not a desirable combination 
and there is a strong case to be made for workplace 
change management within companies to achieve the 
best balance of use within conference spaces. In particular 
there is an opportunity for companies to avoid high 
technology expenditures in those spaces that aren’t being 
used for their intended purpose while investing in specialist 
rooms with high-tech capabilities for remote collaboration.  

Alternative work settings emerge from the research as an 
ambiguous categorisation that encompasses a multitude 
of seating types and styles. MovePlan has identified an 
area of opportunity to further sub-divide the analysis of 
this category in order to better understand what space 
types naturally resonate with people and which fail. ‘Cool’ 
furniture and interiors may not always provide the best 
work setting for informal collaboration, but we continue 
to see more and more of these formats designed and we 
currently lack the data to propose alternatives.

Conference rooms are often 
under-utilised at the same 
time as there is a perceived 
over-demand… not a 
desirable combination
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Regional variations 

When one looks at variations in utilisation rates between 
different global regions, a variety of factors come into 
play. The perseverance of traditional command-and-
control work styles and limitations on home working 
are driving relatively high workstation and conference 
room use in Asia Pacific. Less pressure on real estate with 
space to expand in many North American companies is a 
contributor to lower utilisation rates, along with business 
cultures yet to fully embrace new ways of working. 
That is already beginning to change as North American 
companies recognise the opportunities afforded by 
workplace change. 

There are opportunities too for the generally progressive 
Australian workplace to improve its low utilisation of 
conference rooms and alternative work settings. Europe, 
meanwhile, is setting the pace in terms of alternative 
space use and deployment of AV and VC technologies in 
meeting rooms. The high degree of experimentation and 
variety evidenced in space use by European companies 
could be seen as a way forward for other parts of the 
world to emulate. Indeed, data from this study can be 
used as a reference for regional benchmarking. 

Sectors show differences 

MovePlan is also taking its industry sector data and 
sharing with current clients to give more depth and 
meaning to their utilisation numbers. Variations in space 
utilisation rates between different industry sectors shine a 
light on how people work in these different industries. Each 
industry sector has its own specific angle on workplace, 
refuting any idea that large organisations from different 
sectors are entirely indistinct from each other. 

The finance/insurance workplace, for example, emerges 
from this study as rather caught in the middle on 
utilisation and requiring some bold, consistent goals to 
really move ahead and capitalise on incremental gains and 
modest improvements in space use over the past decade. 
It has been claimed (WORKTECH’s Financial Workplace 
conference, London 2019) that the financial workplace has 
gone through four distinct phases over the past decade: 
first, owned desks in smaller rooms; second, open plan 
space with more desk sharing; third, a ‘work anywhere’ 

Less pressure on space 
to expand in many North 
American companies is 
a contributor to lower 
utilisation rates...
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move towards more remote and distributed working; and 
most recently, a new approach which brings in elements 
of coworking to give financial giants access to collaborate 
with smart start-ups. The results in this report suggest 
the third and fourth phases of development have not yet 
penetrated fully and there is some way to go to cement 
new collaborative patterns in the sector. 

Desk-bound governmental organisations, meanwhile, have 
the most to do to improve space utilisation, starting with 
getting to first base in terms of new ways of working and 
examining what the benefits might be in encouraging a 
more informal collaborative culture. This culture might 
be supported by collaboration booths, cabins and other 
enclosures for more quick, ad hoc get-togethers rather 
than long, officially scheduled meetings with formal 
agendas and lots of participants who contribute little.

Despite some high-profile media organisations showcasing 
the best of workplace design, the results of this study show 
that much of the media sector is still attached to the more 
conventional newsroom layouts and desk-based formats of 
the past. There may be some fast and fluent collaborations 
happening at the desk inside media companies, but there 
is a lot of untapped potential in raising the space utilisation 
and innovation potential of meeting and alternative space. 
The headline for media organisations would therefore be – 
there’s plenty to work on.     

The pharmaceutical workplace has been on a journey over 
the past decade towards a more collaborative approach. 
The requirements to accelerate scientific discovery, work 
in cross-disciplinary teams and support research scientists 
more effectively has impacted the entire pharmaceutical 
sector, resulting in the introduction of more open 
neighbourhood-style office layouts and blurring the 
boundaries between general workspace and dedicated lab 
space.

This documented shift in workplace culture is borne out by 
the results of our study.

Desk-bound governmental 
organisations need to get 
to first base in terms of new 
ways of working...
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There is a strategic balancing act to be achieved so 
that pharma companies can continue to support the 
collaborative efforts of mixed teams while introducing new 
ways of working to improve space efficiencies. Aggressive 
desk sharing schemes, for example, might shift the dial 
on workstation utilisation but go against the grain of the 
existing culture in the sector. 

The tech sector is where there has been the biggest 
workplace buzz over the past decade with players like 
Google, Facebook, Apple and Dropbox making the running. 
Life in technology companies has been presented as one 
big informal brainstorm, a colourful playpen with as many 
different types of casual collaborative settings as types 
of specialist coffee. But the data contradicts this picture 
in some ways and, while tech companies are certainly 
collaborative, the numbers suggest they are not actually 
as space-efficient as they might be.

Tech companies are 
certainly collaborative but 
not as space-efficient as 
they might be...
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This study provides an evidence-based resource to support 
MovePlan’s global expertise in workplace strategy and 
assessment – an expertise that is focused on supporting 
companies to transition to new space. The data helps to 
put any organisation’s space utilisation results into wider 
context, enabling benchmarking across regions and within 
industry sectors. MovePlan has helped a number of large 
global clients collect the information needed to complete 
the workplace change puzzle.

Part of this puzzle concerns not just the type of space 
provided – but how the space is enabled to accommodate 
new ways of working. One of the key learnings from our 
comparison of pre- and post-transition data in this study 
was that the provision of enabling services to improve user 
comfort, such as charging points, height-adjustable desks, 
display screens or sound barriers, can be just as important 
as the provision of the space itself in terms of improving 
space efficiency. 

Based on these results, MovePlan is committed to building 
and sharing its data sets to make workplace change and 
relocation successful for those companies investing in 
moving forward. 

8 The Way Forward

The data helps to put 
any organisation’s space 
utilisation results into 
wider context, enabling 
benchmarking across 
regions and industries...
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MovePlan is a leading provider of change and move 
management services across the globe.

Founded in London in 1986, we have over 30 years’ 
expertise in specialist change management and relocation 
services.

We are proud to be a female-owned and female-led 
business. MovePlan was set up by Group Chairman, Cathy 
Ridley and 90% of our senior leadership team are female.

We are adept at working smoothly with internal and 
external stakeholders, securing project buy-in at all levels. 
Thanks to our unique MovePlan Toolkit© and in-house 
training academy, our team are highly skilled and certified 
in the same proven processes and tried and trusted 
methodologies.

The fact that over 70% of our work is through referrals and 
repeat business demonstrates the confidence clients have 
in the reliability, quality and consistency of our services.

www.moveplangroup.com

About MovePlan
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WORKTECH Academy is the world’s leading knowledge 
platform and membership club exploring how we’ll work 
tomorrow. It brings the best insights, ideas and evidence 
from the WORKTECH conference series, now in more than 
25 cities around the world, to a community of workplace 
professionals all over the world. The Academy’s content is 
curated in six streams: people, place, technology, culture, 
design and innovation. MovePlan is a Corporate Member 
of WORKTECH Academy. 

www.worktechacademy.com

About WORKTECH Academy


