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05 A road-map to achieving agility from  
a property perspective

Research shows that achieving agility, for an occupier,  
from a property perspective is best done through good 
alignment with organisational objectives. The concept of 
alignment was perhaps best expressed by Labovitz & 
Robansky. Their work popularised alignment as a 
desirable state for all types of business with the focal 
point being their end customer. 

But if you understand their value chain, you can help your 
customer better.

How to be agile and how to respond positively and with 
little or no collateral damage is a major challenge to any 
value chain. 

This sounds like the words of a management consultant 
but there are some important and quite complex concepts 
that need understanding – such as alignment, value chain, 
stakeholder groups, receptors for customer feedback. 
The principles are simple but the detail is complex which 
is why property is so important.

Property plays a unique role in the alignment process for 
many reasons. 

First, most property is built to last a very long time, is  
also expensive and takes a long time to take from concept 
to occupation.

Second, it is emotional! Property is symbolically very 
powerful at many levels. Owning flagship property is not 
just an investment; it is a statement of power and influence. 
People have committed and given their lives to get key 
buildings built over the centuries.

Look at the Pyramids! Look at Windsor Castle, the 
Vatican, the Coliseum! They are outward, obvious 
manifestations of their owner’s power.

Third, buildings are an institutional investment and the  
UK has a huge insurance and pension fund allocation for 
property. 

The key for these investors is the length and security of 
income flows and the upward only rent review process. 

However the resulting inertia is in the interests only of  
the investor, often you and me, and our pensions! Not  
the occupier.

So because of its essential nature, property is not really  
a consumable. 

Developers and investors can at best only make an 
informed guess at corporate demand through a maze of 
professionals and intermediaries with vested interests.

In that context, it is clearly not easy to create and 
facilitate agility in a corporate estate.

But it is possible. It requires a framework to connect an 
agile corporate strategy to an agile property strategy and 
vice versa. The Five Dimensions of Real Estate (© Winter 
2004) is an example of a tool for achieving alignment.

However the resulting inertia is in the interests of the 
investor, often you and me, and our pensions! – Not  
the occupier.

The pyramids were built by the most powerful people  
in Egypt. Just for one occupier. And he was dead!



24

A road-map to achieving agility from  
a property perspective

5.1 - The Five Dimensions of Real Estate (© Winter, 2004)

The model has its conceptual roots in alignment and has been discovered as a frequently occurring driving force  
from a substantial body of case studies and is now used by a number of world class organisations to check that each 
property is aligned to the corporate strategy. 

A brief review of the forces that contribute to that alignment is useful at this stage, as shown below.

Five Dimensions of Real Estate Analysis Tool

0
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Cost

Inertia / Flexibility Technology

Value

Symbolism
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© Winter 2004
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A road-map to achieving agility from  
a property perspective

A quick check would look at each dimension of the  
real estate under consideration and score it out of ten.  
The closer to the centre, the closer to the corporate 
strategy and the better aligned it is.

Symbolism: From the consumers view point this is very 
powerful and most evident in the retail sector.

If we go into a particular retail store and its imagery and 
feel does not match our values and aspirations, we will 
not shop in large numbers. In a more subtle but equally 
powerful way, the office, factory and warehouse, send  
out subtle messages.

It is the only asset class that we walk into and try to make 
our home or make our territory. We can symbolise our 
importance by where we sit, what we sit in and how much 
space we control. 

It is in understanding how this symbolism works in 
organisations that we can measure its importance and 
alignment with corporate strategy. 

Paradoxically, the soft part is the hard part and the  
part that adds most value. It draws out from employees, 
stakeholders, consumers, etc, the soft issues that help 
them connect and creates familiarity with the  acceptance 
of constant change and the agility they seek.

This alignment is not created by the CEO’s order or  
a designer’s ambition; it can in fact seriously damage 
your business if misread and seriously help your  
business if aligned. P
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A road-map to achieving agility from  
a property perspective

Cost and Value: This is always in a constant tension and 
again it is about alignment to the business plan. 

A low rent space in the poor part of town could cost 
millions in lost productivity, motivation, brand dilution and 
be impossible to re-let when you need the agility to move 
(Manning & Roulec). 

Similarly high rent in an expensive part of town can also 
hold you back if it’s only there to add prestige.

Workplaces can add value to organisations as well as 
have asset value. High cost and high value property can 
only by attained if it fits your symbolism and you have the 
work style agility to ‘do more with less’. 

There are many success stories of a flexible work-style 
giving the organisation the agility to operate from half the 
space, in a prime location for recruitment, at a lower cost.

Technology: This is the easiest one but often frequently 
ignored by those seeking lower cost space. 

Regardless of the commercial sector, there is a need for 
modern and constantly evolving ICT systems in buildings, 
whether in the production, distribution, administration or 
retail sales, space must support the production processes 
not restrict it. 

The building is a technology in its own right. Squeezing 
your processes into an odd shaped space destroys agility.

Inertia: The opposite of agility, the very subject of this 
report. Long lease length, too much space, restrictions on 
alterations, low demand locations and ownership inertia, 
all militate against agility. 

Even small improvements in these Five Dimensions can 
improve competitiveness. But without the agility in the 
property infrastructure to move quickly, many businesses 
cannot respond to market trends. This puts those 
organisations at a disadvantage.

So where would you rather work?

I hope they have a wireless system!
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A road-map to achieving agility from  
a property perspective

Property is clearly much more than a simple factor  
of production. It is a place for ‘people to lead people’, 
inspire, motivate and make them feel part of  
something valuable. 

This creates a sense of community and a sense of 
belonging. An agile organisation operates from an agile 
and aligned property base. It should be a sustainable 
competitive advantage. 

Less property, less travel and more flexible working 
means a much smaller physical presence and a lower 
carbon foot-print.

At a strategic level, it is clear that a properly aligned 
property portfolio gives an organisation an advantage 
over those with misaligned portfolios. 

The greater the advantage, the more the property strategy 
permits and encourages the agility that exists in the minds 
of many employees.

At a practical and tactical level, the corporate office 
usually accommodates the key messages and influencers 
on the organisation. And as such, the driving forces for 
change and the example for agility.

The property profession plays a major role in providing 
the platforms and incubators for British businesses. 

Providing environments and places that clearly  
symbolise and facilitate an agile workforce is good for 
business and good for the workplace. To be part of the 
driving force of the competitive advantage is a role for  
the property professional. 

The coordination and organisation of data and knowledge 
is said by many futurists and academics to be the key to 
success in the future. 

Business cycles and product cycles will get shorter. 
Property should provide the flexible springboard that 
allows agility.
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06 Agile working – the role played by property

No one needs to be reminded of the pace and depth  
of change in the world economy. Nor do we need 
reminding of the globalisation of business, politics and 
social mobility.

Competition is a worldwide phenomenon and change  
is now a continual in international business. 

Professions and Institutions are no longer immune 
to competition and change. For many years the UK 
property professions have had a global reach in creating 
investment opportunities, construction economics and 
world class design.

The challenge for those professional is that ‘agility means 
continuously improving work and the infrastructure that 
enables it’. 

An agile workplace is one that is continually transforming, 
adjusting and responding to organisational learning  
(Jorof et al., 2003).

We now need to look much closer at how the property 
professions can support the growth and development of an 
enterprise in this hyper-competitive global market place.

Much of our GDP comes through the management of 
business and services. In the office workplace, innovation 
is important but the flexibility to adapt constantly to market 
and customer changes is the key to competitive advantage.

To help improve the lives and opportunities for many 
workers, legislation has already been passed to support 
everything from the part - time working to full time, 
compressed hours to working from home and many 
states in between. 

These are some of the many forms of flexible working. 
The challenge we now face is agile working. 

The ability to move between different working practices 
and onto new ones. 

The agility to respond to change quickly and  
efficiently requires a strong core base and a flexible  
and responsive platform.

The property industry provides the platforms for 
organisations and has done so for millennia. 

It is now time to innovate again, look at our business 
models in the light of the opportunities ahead of us 
and use them to maximum advantage to make flexible 
property platforms become business spring boards. 

Agile working needs better places and spaces and it  
needs the essence of the values of the organisation to  
re-motivate and energise a workforce into working flexibly. 

This means better management and better work places 
to maximise agile working. “Agility requires a dynamic 
relationship between work and the workplace and the 
tools of work. In that relationship, the workplace becomes 
an integral part of work itself” (Jorof et al., 2003).

We agree with the philosophy of this approach but it fails  
to recognise the effort and energy required for management 
and the workforce to accept change universally as a 
positive continuum. 

If businesses continue to change, the property supply 
chain must change. Sometimes but by no means always, 
the property supply side can bring leading edge change 
practices to its role.

As we said earlier, in the words of Winston Churchill,  
“First we shape our places and then our places shape us”. 

The challenge for property professionals is to innovate and  
produce new business models to make flexible property platforms 
become business springboards.
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Appendix I

Metro article – 27th August 2008 – by Alan Radnedge

Britain is set to become the most populated European nation within 50 years 
because of high immigration and birth rates. 

A Eurostat report published by the European Commission predicts that by 2060 
Britain’s population will have risen from today’s figure of 61.2 million to 76.6 million, 
making it the most crowded nation of the European Union’s 27 member states. 

Immigration and birth rates are the main contributory factors to the changes 
predicted for the UK. 

The numbers are almost equal - 7.7 million people are forecast to have migrated  
to the country by 2060, while a further increase of 7.69 million as a result of births 
and deaths will raise the population total by 15.4 million. 

A Home Office spokeswoman said: “Projections such as these are proof that we 
are right to be carrying out the biggest shake-up to the immigration system for a 
generation. 

But in 50 years only two people of working age will exist for every one over 65.  
At the moment the ratio is four to one.

The UK population has risen by 388,000 since or mid 2006 to hit 60.975million.

“Centre-stage is our new Australian-style Points Based System which means only 
those we need can come here to work or study.” 

Alasdair Murray, director of think tank CentreForum, said that the figures must  
be taken as a prediction and not as a certainty. 

Germany is predicted the biggest population drop, down 11.4 million to a total  
of 70.7 million, a drop in birth rates cited as the main factor. 

Figures also show that the total population of the EU will rise from 495.4 million in 
2008 to 520.7 million in 2035, and will slowly decline to 505.7 million by early 2060. 

It is also expected to be made up of older people. People aged 65 years or over are 
predicted to increase from 84.6 million to 151.5 million and those aged 80 years or 
over is projected to almost triple from 21.8 million to 61.4 million in 2060. 

© Metro, 2008
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Appendix II

AAT Case Study, from MCA awards 2008

Winner of the Best Small Firm and Change Management Category
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Appendix III

THE BT case study

Believed to be one of the largest flexible working projects in Europe, 70,000 BT 
employees are now involved in the BT Work-style Project. By 2005, BT was saving  
725 million-plus per annum through reductions in its office estate alone. Within 
that figure, BT’s 11,600 home workers save the company £104 million a year in 
accommodation costs, and are on average 20 per cent more productive than their 
office based colleagues. For customers this means that their issues are handled more 
immediately. Flexible working also allows BT people to be more project-based: teams 
across many disciplines can be pulled together quickly to solve a particular problem. 

The starting point for the project was the recognition of a stark fact: in the digital 
networked economy true competitive advantage is conferred by the ability to anticipate 
and react quickly to change. BT saw that flexible working would be a key enabler 
of the required transformation. People-led and supported by the right technology 
platforms, enabling factors for the BT Work-style Project included clear policies and 
careful measurement, leadership from the top, cultural and behavioural change, and 
development of the right equipment and workspaces for people’s jobs. A phased 
approach was taken, with focused projects followed by a broader rollout. Home 
working is just one of the work styles that BT has implemented in a spectrum that 
includes nomadic and in building flexible working around the world. 

Happier BT people are enjoying a better work life balance. BT home workers are 
taking 63 per cent less sick leave than their office-based colleagues. The retention 
rate following maternity leave stands at 99 per cent compared with a UK average 
of 47 per cent, saving BT an additional £7.4 million a year. In terms of Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) BT is avoiding the purchase of approximately 12 million 
litres of fuel per year, resulting in 54,000 tonnes less CO2 being generated in the 
UK. Teleconferencing has eliminated the annual need for over 300,000 face-to-face 
meetings, leading to savings of over £38.6 million a year. This has also removed the 
need for over 1.5 million return journeys – saving BT people the equivalent of 1,800 
years commuting – with further environmental benefits.

© British Telecommunications plc 2006. 
(reproduced with the kind permission of BT, http://www.btinsights.co.uk/flexibleworkingresources) 
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Appendix IV

Lean principles – ‘The Unipart Way’

“The Unipart Way” (based on learning from Honda, its own history and the  
Toyota Production system) is the name the company has given to its methodology. 
It involves a process of continuous measurement which is designed to lead to a 
reduction of wasteful activity, thereby ensuring the best deployment of time 
and resources.

The methodology is not without its critics. Most publicly, the work done at HMRC 
was censured by PCS general secretary, Mark Serwotka, who stated, “By reducing 
staff to nothing more than machines on the whim of consultants, the department is 
undermining the morale of staff who face imminent job cuts and office closures.” 
This is the second time lean has been publicly criticised: previously “The HMRC’s 
Lean programme, which aims to improve efficiency, has already resulted in a  
work-to-rule and overtime ban among 14,000 civil servants.”

HMRC argue that Unipart’s work has produced significant benefits for them.  
An HMRC spokesman said: “Lean is all about offering a better service to our customers 
and staff. It is a key element in HMRC’s plan to provide improved service and meet 
efficiency targets. Staff are asked to organise their desks when shared with colleagues 
to avoid clutter and to make sure they have everything set up to do their job 
effectively. Any suggestion that staff are restricted to a pen and cup on their desk 
is simply not true. Rather than making work boring and repetitive, staff are being 
invited to work with their managers to improve the way tasks and systems  
are developed.”

The independent NAO report of 6th July 2007 describes the purpose of Lean as 
“to streamline key work processes to eliminate duplication or reworking, improve 
accuracy, increase productivity, and reduce lead times in processing cases”, and it 
predicts savings to the taxpayer of £440 million by 2011 “the majority of which will 
be achieved through implementing Lean.”

(Source: www.en.wikipedia.org)
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