The future of work
An interview with flexible working innovator Philip Ross
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It’s only 10 or 15 years since the idea of flexible working seemed like science
fiction. Then came mobile phones and dial-in VPNs (secure connections).
Next we got laptops, broadband, smartphones and apps of all types. They’ve
opened up a huge range of choices about how organisations and individuals
operate – in terms of when, where and how they work.
But are businesses getting the best out of the options we have now – and what’s
coming up? To discover more we spoke to Philip Ross, one of the UK’s top experts
on the future of work and workplaces, for his vision of the future.

Philip Ross started his business in 1994. He focuses on the future
of work through:
• UnWork.com, his management consultancy
that helps companies adopt flexible
working. It creates the business cases,
provides change management services
and identifies the enabling technologies
they need.

• Books published every two to three years
on the future of flexible working and
workplaces. The most recent looked at
work spaces and showed how 30-40
far-thinking companies operate.

• IT companies that do the practical
work of setting up flexible working for
real businesses.
• Unwired, which carries out research,
forecasting and events worldwide.
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Office inefficiency
Philip Ross paints a grim picture of how offices are poorly
used. “The office has always been a container for work,”
he says. “It’s a place you go to sit at your desk, log into
your PC, have a phone in front of you. You get together
in meeting rooms. But you never have enough meeting
rooms.” He quotes some eye-watering statistics:
• Time-and-motion studies with small and medium
businesses (SMBs) show that only 45% of desks are
used at any one time. In one 1500-person building,
55% of desks were empty and the cost of the empty
space was $6-11 million a year.
• The cost of a desk in London is £14,000
to £17,000 a year.
“This use of space is pretty inefficient, and it amounts
to the second largest cost, after people,” he says.
“The cost to a small business of half the desks not
being used is a nonsense – especially as people
can’t find the meeting rooms they need.”

Only 45% of desks are
used at any one time.
There are never enough
meeting rooms.
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In Ross’s experience, “the first reaction to this is often
to try shared desks or hotdesking. To my mind this is
a cul-de-sac, a knee-jerk approach – it’s not what
people need. Instead we look at the idea of work
spheres – the places people actually do their work.”
Work spheres can include:
• home
• office
• ‘on the pause’ between other activities
• client sites
• co-working facilities.
Once you start to think about work spheres Ross believes
an office can be arranged around average occupancy,
not worst-case scenarios. “You can halve the size
of the office,” he says, “which translates into a reduction
in costs of 30%, and it’s very achievable for SMBs.”
He says another major factor is ‘costs in use’ – such
as office moves and changes. “Many businesses move
people around their buildings at least once a year.”
But the ideal is to have no moves and changes at all.
How? By changing the function of the building to
be about activity-based working.
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Activity-based working

Not just furniture

Ross says: “Activity-based working looks at people and
how they work, so you can give them the right settings
to work in. I’m seeing more of it globally, but it couldn’t
have happened until a few years ago because the devices
and connectivity weren’t there. And because we had a
culture of supervision and ‘presenteeism’. At last we’re
heading towards a results-oriented management culture.
We had a conference in London recently and a delegate
who was a lawyer said his clients don’t want to pay a
per-minute fee any more, but a fee for the job. He said,
if our clients want this, it’s irrelevant where we sit.”

It isn’t just about the spaces. Ross says that arranging
flexible working “is often given to architects and furniture
suppliers to sort out. But it’s really about the business.
Let people be part of the process – bring them with you.
Get the IT platform right too,” so services like wireless
data and voice over IP can be relied upon.

Where people sit may be irrelevant, but the environment
is still important. Say you want to do a conference call
and take notes at the same time. You want to do the
call on a hands-free phone, which would disturb your
colleagues in an open office; so you do it in a meeting
room with eight seats. You could be holding up the
work of eight people who need to have a meeting.
The alternative could be a number of conference call
‘pods’ in the office. “Align the spaces to the activities,”
says Ross, “and the building becomes an activity-based
set of spaces. Provide the variety - private spaces, noisy
spaces and so on –and let people be mobile in the
building. You can get to 90% occupancy. It’s more
efficient and gives you a better environment.”

“We think people will
end up being given
an allowance [by their
employer] to buy their
own equipment.”
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It’ll be more of a challenge for some organisations
than others. “To be ready [for services such as] cloud,
you have to have some things in place. You need the
right approach with someone like O2, plus Microsoft
Exchange or 365 and some other applications. We’ve
gone completely to the cloud and are a Microsoft beta
customer. We’re pushing our services to the boundaries,
using O2 smartphones to access our customer relationship
management (CRM) from the cloud.”

Stealth working
In fact, moving to highly flexible ways of working may
not involve much change for some people. Smartphones,
cloud storage, fast connectivity, wifi, serviced offices –
they’re all available – and affordable – right now. Ross
agrees that we’re not making the most of what we’ve
got now. “A lot of people I work with are using iPads
and FaceTime, bypassing the network.”
The trend to consumerisation, where people use their
own equipment for work, is effectively bringing flexible
working in by stealth. For example, if they have a
normal mobile phone for work but have a smartphone
of their own, they might put the work SIM card into
their smartphone so they can do their work more
effectively. “Bring Your Own is exploding,” confirms
Ross. “Most people have better IT personally [than at
work]. Most of the iPads used by SMBs are individually
owned. We think people will end up being given
an allowance [by their employer] to buy their own
equipment” – especially since younger people have
grown up with technology such as smart whiteboards in
their classrooms. This has significant implications for how
IT and procurement departments manage their budgets.
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The death of the desk phone

90% would never go back

Ross has a radical forecast for one of the constants
of office life. “I predict the death of the desk phone.
You want to call a person, not a place,” he says.

Are people right to feel fearful about flexible working?
“It’s one of the biggest issues – people are afraid of
change,” says Ross. “But in my experience most people
would never go back. In surveys [after flexible working
has been introduced], over 90% of staff say they would
never go back.”

He foresees the demise of the desk-and-PC combination
altogether, with people using tablets and other mobile
devices for routine tasks. For specialist tasks, employers
can provide specialised desktop computers with large
screens that will be used by anyone who needs them,
when they need them.
But what about all the other things we keep in our desk
drawers today? Our pens, sticky notes and chargers?
“The way it’s done properly is with a concierge service,”
he says. “Ordinary hotdesking spaces can be awful –
uncared for, lacking in energy. But look at good hotels.
You don’t take your own shampoo and towels.
You have a standard that you expect, and they
provide you with what you need. The concierge idea is
like this. They provide the staplers, pens, printer sockets,
power sockets and so on. All you carry is your pad
of paper and your devices.”
And where do you keep your bits of paper? “It’s crucial
to cut down on filed paper. You can still use paper – then
scan [to cloud storage] and recycle it. You can retrieve
your documents from the cloud via any device. We need
to move to electronic documents and digital workflow.”
Ross says people don’t need their bits of paper as
much as they think. “We do filing and paper audits for
customers and find cupboards that haven’t been opened
for 15 years.”

He says people are used to commuting to work, sitting
in an office and then commuting home again. And they
fear that not having pictures of their family around will
make them feel unloved at work. “But spaces that are
aspirational, with energy, buzz and amenities, help.
You name it, I’ll show you an example of it –
launderettes, swimming pools, chefs in offices.
The companies doing it are insurance companies,
banks and so on – and they’re doing it for real
business reasons.”
Innovation can get a boost from flexible working patterns
too. “Most companies still believe innovation is essential.
We think flexible working allows people to get together
for good ideas in a different way. It capitalises on
innovation and improves time to market.”

The happiness dividend
“It’s also expensive for people to commute,” says Ross.
“And there’s the happiness dividend – it’s better to let
people drop off the kids then come in. We’re seeing
more of that these days.”

“Do SMBs even
need an office?
They’ll become virtual,
and still look like
a big business.”
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Thin buildings and new ingredients
“SMBs will occupy thin buildings,” foresees Ross.
“They’re more nimble than larger organisations.
They won’t have their own infrastructure any more.
They will push all their services, apps and data into
the cloud.”
He has a list of ingredients that the future
office will rely on:
• Devices that people carry, such as tablets
and smartphones.
• Blisteringly fast wireless technology to keep these
devices connected.
• Connectivity from the building with high-performance
WANs. The performance of a flexible worker needs
to be as good from the cloud as via the desk.
• Everything in the cloud: apps, data, the lot.
No IT infrastructure in the building.
• The right workspaces – for meetings, conference
calls, printing and recharging.
There’s no physical office on the list. “Do SMBs even
need an office? They’ll become virtual, and still look like
a big business.” Flexible workspaces are springing up all
over the place – not just serviced offices but also drop-in
spaces such as the one at O2’s Tottenham Court Road
store in London (see http://www.o2.co.uk/business/
tottenhamcourtroad for more information).

What you
should ask about
flexible working
What value could
flexible working give
my organisation?
Organisations are typically
looking for competitive
advantage through innovation,
or to get closer to customers.
What could I do now
without any investment?
With the right tools
flexible working is within
everyone’s grasp. If you have
a smartphone, sync it to your
work email address so you
can communicate on the move.
There are also free services like
Dropbox that allow you to edit,
share and store documents in
the cloud.

Nor do desk phones appear as an ingredient.
Today most SMBs still have two phones per person.
“Bin the switchboard!” says Ross. “Have virtual
extensions, one number, one voicemail.”
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Are you ready for more
flexible working?
To find out about how your business can reap
the benefits of a more flexible way of working
visit o2.co.uk/business/flexibleworking
and complete the Contact Us form.
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