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METHOD OF ANALYSIS
The 2015 survey findings reflect responses based on a rating system where attributes and preferences were evaluated 
individually.  The results of this survey reflect responses based on a ranking system where responses were prioritized. 
The adjustment was made to create a clear delineation between high and low priority items. 
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Introduction 
The following report captures data from a recent HGA survey about workplace trends, circulated to 
individuals representing multiple industries and geographies. This was conducted as a follow-up to an 
earlier survey completed in 2015. For this survey, we added more questions to address how the growing 
focus on wellness and well-being in the workplace has informed organizational drivers, current  
practices, and employee work experiences. Findings are compared to the 2015 survey to capture notable 
shifts and early indicators of things to come.

Each section includes a brief discussion of the results and informational graphs to highlight the findings.  
We not only identify national findings but also break down results to reveal regional differences and 
similarities. Regions are separated into West Coast, Midwest, and East Coast. Final pages include our 
conclusions plus topics for future exploration. We invite you to explore these findings with us, discover 
how they are relevant to you, and share your responses and insights.

TIE BETWEEN ECONOMY AND RECRUITMENT
The US economy is experiencing its second largest 
expansion since World War II. At the same time, the U.S. 
workforce continues to tighten as Baby Boomers enter 
retirement and working age populations of two of 
the three1 world’s leading economies peak. In the next 
10 years, the amount of available talent will plateau 
in the US2 and decrease in nearly half the countries 
around the world.

Our findings reflect this trend. Recruitment and reten-
tion rose from its #2 spot in 2015 as the main business 
driver for workplace decisions in all regions, to the top 
spot, replacing technology (figure 1). 

With a thriving economy and stagnant workforce 
growth, employees have more job opportunities.  
This requires the employer to use all the tools available 
to recruit, retain, and nurture their very best staff. 

In order to frame our findings, we identified three 
primary trends that drive recruitment, retention and 
overall workplace strategies:

1. Optimize human potential

2. Shift from object to experience

3. Move at the speed of change

WHAT ARE THE PRIMARY BUSINESS DRIVERS IMPACTING YOUR COMPANY’S WORKPLACE?

RANK
TODAY 2015

WEST COAST MIDWEST EAST COAST NATIONWIDE

1 Employee Attraction & Retention Technology

2 Flexibility Employee Attraction 
& Retention

3 Facility Cost/Employee Reduction in Overall Footprint Technology Capability Flexibility

4 Energy Savings Technology Capability Support Well-Being Facility Cost 

5 Reduction in Overall Footprint Facility Cost/Employee Energy Savings Wellness 

figure 1
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Optimize human potential
As organizations continue to evolve, the workplace needs to become a learning environment. Survey 
respondents identified knowledge transfer and mentorship (figure 9) as having the greatest impact 
on our future. As the rate of change accelerates, learning will continue to become more contextual to 
the employee workstream. Fostering the transfer of knowledge is more than imparting wisdom from 
an older generation to a younger one. The relationship is reciprocal. Understanding how space affects 
utilization, productivity, and learning is critical to optimizing your employees’ potential.

Organizational resilience is dependent upon 
bringing about change while holding onto 
cultural wisdom. 

Now is the time to understand what this means for the 
office of the future and its evolving role as a learning 
environment as current trends reflect an increase 
in employees working remotely. More than half our 
respondents anticipate spending less time in the 
workplace over the next five years (figure 2). 

The ongoing move to mobility is evident nationally 
where almost 60% of respondents in the West and 
Midwest and around 45% in the East report working at 
an alternate location within the last two months. 

WEST COAST

MIDWEST

EAST COAST

54% LESS 
46% EQUAL

55% LESS 
43% EQUAL 

2% MORE

60% LESS 
40% EQUAL

5 YEARS FROM NOW, DO YOU ANTICIPATE 
SPENDING MORE OR LESS TIME IN YOUR 
WORKPLACE?

1.

figure 2
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When we view this through the lens of human optimi-
zation, influencers of decisions, and the findings from 
our recent Gen Z research study3, we begin to find clues:

1. Employee attraction and retention is reported 
as the top priority for real estate and workplace 
decision-making (figure 1). They also appear to 
drive decisions regarding location and well-being 
strategies within the organization (figures 4 and 5).

2. The perceived barriers to productivity, as reported 
in our survey (figure 3), suggest that the workplace 
should strive to bring people together both 
physically and virtually—retaining them requires 
a balance of places that readily support collab-
oration while managing the level of distraction 
and buzz.

3. Millennials, often credited for the move to a more 
open office environment, and the incoming Gen Z 
generation suggest that home is the most effective 
place for individual work and creativity3. When 
asked for more detail, office distraction was often 
cited. 

These findings suggest that employees are seeking 
more choice and control in the workplace—especially 
to support focused work. So what are the important 
characteristics of these settings? Ultimately, working 
from home or another self-selected environment allows 
one the ability to completely control their environment 
and pace of their day. We see this important finding 
emerging in spaces where human scale , residential 
environmental cues, diversity and proximity between 
spaces, and the creation of neighborhoods are intro-
duced or reimagined.

As the workplace evolves as a learning environment, 
we will need to be aware of how the workplace 
experience supports opportunities for impromptu, 
continuous learning and more importantly, the ability 
to focus and engage.
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RANK BABY BOOMERS
(1943-1960)

GENERATION X
(1961-1981)

MILLENNIALS
(1982-1997)

1 Insufficient collaborative technology

2 Lack of opportunity  for informal collaboration

3 Limited availability of formal  
meeting spaces

Too much  
distraction/buzz

4 Too much  
distraction/buzz Teams are dispersed

5 Teams are dispersed Proximity to the department you 
collaborate with

Limited  
availability of formal meeting spaces

WHAT ARE THE TOP 5 BARRIERS TO PRODUCTIVITY IN YOUR ORGANIZATION?

figure 3
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Shift from object to experience
Thriving requires an integrated, human-centered approach. Workplace needs are driving a paradigm 
shift from creating places to providing experiences. This is seen in our survey results around priorities of 
well-being, the connection of aesthetics to recruitment and retention, and the desire for more integrated 
digital/physical experiences.

WELL-BEING

“Thermal comfort.... It’s the number one 
complaint and no two people are alike. Hard to 
please all.”  
      (Survey Respondent / “Frustrated Facility Manager”)

The world of work has been on a gradual shift from 
a physical wellness mindset to a broader well-being 
mindset (physical as well as emotional, social, and 
cognitive), which translates into the workplace 
becoming more about the human experience than 
the physical space alone.  Our respondents from 
coast to coast cited recruitment and retention as the 
top driver for well-being strategies (figure 4). We also 
discovered a tie between well-being and business 
vitality in all regions, when viewed through the lenses 
of organizational performance, staff engagement and 
innovation. 

Conversely, executive sponsorship was consistently 
ranked low as a driver of well-being, suggesting 
that employees consider themselves the key to a 
thriving organization.

WEST COAST MIDWEST EAST COAST

Employee Retention

Staff Engagement Organizational  
Performance

Innovation Healthcare Costs

Executive Sponsorship (low across all regions)

2.

figure 4
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Adopting an experience-based mindset begins with 
the decision of office location.  Respondents indicated 
that attraction of top talent was the primary driver of 
location decisions, followed closely by real estate costs, 
particularly on the coasts. In addition, brand alignment 
and access to amenities rounded out the list of top 
drivers (figure 5). This suggests that employers, while 
cognizant of costs, recognize that location, as the basis 
for the workplace experience, contributes to internal 
and external perceptions of both the organization 
and employee culture.  Top talent is attracted to a 
location not only because of the workplace itself, but 
because of access to transit options, their perceptions 
about the quality of the neighborhood, their ability 
to identify with the brand of the organization and the 
amenities available.

The built environment has a role to play in well-being, 
not only in terms of light, quality, comfort and safety, 
but in optimizing the flow between social and cogni-
tive activities and supporting the ability to focus. This 
was evident in preferred attributes for the workplace 

(figure 6). Consistent with our 2015 report, daylight and 
thermal comfort remained the top priorities for the 
workplace, but beyond that we saw shifts. Attributes 
associated with privacy fell in importance as those 
associated with quality of environment such as artifi-
cial lighting and collaborative spaces rose.  This trend 
is contrary to what we have witnessed in our recent 
pre-design employee surveys where respondents indi-
cate access to private spaces and small meeting areas 
as very important. Both responses may be valid, with  
the difference being contextual, since the pre-design 
employee perspective is focused on a specific project 
instead of being more general. Inconsistencies such as 
these underline the importance of engaging your own 
employees prior to any redesign efforts.

When viewing well-being through a social lens, the 
environmental qualities and attributes were best 
described by the participants comments. People are 
seeking workplaces that connect them to a sense of 
purpose, the opportunity to feel empowered, and the 
right to feel safe.
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RANK WEST COAST MIDWEST EAST COAST

1
Attraction of Top Talent 

-tie-
 Cost of Real Estate

Attraction of Top Talent
Attraction of Top Talent 

-tie-
 Cost of Real Estate

2
Access to Public Transportation

-tie-
Regional Presence

 Cost of Real Estate
Access to Public Transportation

-tie-
Regional Presence

3 Proximity to Amenities

Proximity to Amenities 
-tie-

Access to Public Transportation 
-tie-

Regional Presence 
-tie-

Brand Alignment

Proximity to Amenities

WHAT DO YOU THINK SHOULD DRIVE OFFICE LOCATION DECISIONS FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION IN THE FUTURE?

figure 5
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AESTHETICS

“I believe that workforce responds to aesthetics 
more than realized...recruitment, retention, daily 
attitude all are highly influenced by aesthetics 
of the workspace.”   
            (Survey Respondent)

As mentioned previously, aesthetics joined the list of 
the most important features of an office environment 
(Figure 6). There are several studies that explore 
the role of aesthetics in well-being, recruitment and 
retention. One such study is by Coster & Govan (2014) 
who noted that when choosing between job offers, 
the general aesthetic of a workplace has a bigger 
influence than whether an individual has a dedicated 
workspace. When respondents chose between  
different combinations of attributes they found:

• Providing additional staff facilities, beyond the 
workspace itself, has the biggest influence on 
respondents when choosing between job offers.

• The general aesthetic of the workplace (i.e. wheth-
er it was colorful and creative rather than gray 
and corporate) has the second strongest influence 
on respondents’ choices—a bigger influence than 
individual workspace allocation (i.e. whether 
you are assigned an office, a workstation, or a 
shared workstation).

This finding emphasizes the significant—but perhaps 
less explicit—role of aesthetics in the workplace.

WHAT IS IMPORTANT IN YOUR WORKPLACE?

TODAY 2015

ACCESS TO DAYLIGHT ACCESS TO DAYLIGHT 

THERMAL COMFORT TECHNOLOGY

QUALITY OF ARTIFICIAL LIGHTING THERMAL COMFORT 

COLLABORATIVE SPACES ACOUSTIC PRIVACY 

TECHNOLOGY PRIVATE SPACES 

AESTHETICS COLLABORATIVE SPACES 

1

4

5

3

6

2

figure 6
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WHAT IS IMPORTANT IN YOUR WORKPLACE?

ACCESS TO DAYLIGHT 

THERMAL COMFORT (TEMPERATURE/AIR QUALITY)

TECHNOLOGY

ABILITY TO WORK REMOTELY

COLLABORATIVE SPACES

QUALITY OF ARTIFICIAL LIGHTING

AESTHETICS

PRIVATE SPACES

VARIETY OF PLACES TO WORK

AMENITIES & SOCIAL SPACES 

HEALTHY WORKPLACE

ACOUSTIC PRIVACY

VISUAL PRIVACY

SUSTAINABILITY

ACCESS TO DAYLIGHT

THERMAL COMFORT (TEMPERATURE/AIR QUALITY)

COLLABORATIVE SPACES

TECHNOLOGY

AESTHETICS 

QUALITY OF ARTIFICIAL LIGHTING

PRIVATE SPACES

AMENITIES & SOCIAL SPACES

VARIETY OF PLACES TO WORK

ABILITY TO WORK REMOTELY

HEALTHY WORKPLACE

ACOUSTIC PRIVACY

SUSTAINABILITY

VISUAL PRIVACY

NON-DECISION-MAKERS DECISION-MAKERS

WHAT IS IMPORTANT IN YOUR WORKPLACE? RANKED FROM MOST TO LEAST IMPORTANT

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

10

11

12

13

14

9

figure 7
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Visa Corporation | Tenant Improvement | Palo Alto, California

DIGITAL PHYSICAL EXPERIENCES

90.6% of Gen Z’s, the youngest generation 
entering the workforce, indicated that a 
company’s technological sophistication  
would impact their decision to work there 
(Stillman, 2016). 

The term ‘phigital’ is growing in popularity to describe 
the connection of digital and physical experiences. 
Insufficient collaborative technology was perceived as 
a top barrier to productivity regardless of generation 
(figure 8). In fact, all respondents were in alignment 
around other productivity barriers, all of which had 
ties to our ability to connect with others. As more 
employers recognize that hiring the right talent may 
mean the right talent may not sit in your office or even 
zip code, and as project delivery models continue to 
evolve to become agile, the ability to deliver a phigital 
work experience will become critical to retaining and 
optimizing talent.

Breaking down results by decision-makers vs. non-
decision-makers, reveals an alignment in top priorities 
but also reveals some differences (figure 7). When 
asked to prioritize concerns regarding real estate 
portfolio, technology and the ability to work remotely 
were of higher priority to non-decision makers, along 
with concerns of over-densification reported on the 
coasts. This may signal a growing attitude that people 
are creating their own privacy and focus by working 
remotely. This may prompt organizations to balance 
the importance of physical proximity, the ability of 
technology to support seamless connectivity, and the 
employees’ need for private, high-concentration work 
settings, regardless of an employee’s physical location 
on a given day.

HGA’s The Empathy Effect: VR Study - Winner of R+D Award from Architect Magazine
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Collaborative technology and the need for virtual 
presence can pose a struggle for many organizations. 
The good news is that collaborative technology 
continues to improve and the workplace is not the 
first to tackle this issue. Retail, as an early adopter, 
responded to a hyper-connected consumer 
landscape with shopping experiences that strove 
to blur boundaries between brick-and-mortar and 
digital interfaces.

The Randstad Future Workplace study (2016) reports 
that the next generation of talent will be looking for 
employers that integrate emerging technologies, such 
as wearables, virtual reality (VR), and automation 
into the workplace. Wearables provide real-time 
data collection for any number of metrics. VR is 
transforming training and client connections. The 
impact of automation can be felt across many 
industries, especially considering advances in artificial 
intelligence. At the same time, employees prefer a 
combination of digital and analog tools because of 
their ease and relative effectiveness for a task. 

 
In a recent study done for the Post-it® Brand4, 85% of 
Gen Z students felt they learned best when they use 
both digital and non-digital tools. Our own workplace 
research backs this up as pen and paper and the 
laptop emerged as the most effective tools for both 
learning and creativity3.

At HGA, the trend toward improving the “work 
experience” is manifest every day as the diversity and 
content expertise on our design teams becomes more 
integrated throughout the design process—and we see 
the same thing happening in our clients’ organizations. 
An informed work process recognizes that great 
experiences spring from shared frameworks and 
integrated teams.

 

RANK BABY BOOMERS
(1943-1960)

GENERATION X
(1961-1981)

MILLENNIALS
(1982-1997)

1 Insufficient collaborative technology

2 Lack of opportunity  for informal collaboration

3 Limited availability of formal  
meeting spaces

Too much  
distraction/buzz

4 Too much  
distraction/buzz Teams are dispersed

5 Teams are dispersed Proximity to the department you 
collaborate with

Limited  
availability of formal meeting spaces

WHAT ARE THE TOP 5 BARRIERS TO PRODUCTIVITY IN YOUR ORGANIZATION?

figure 8
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Move at the speed of change
Our last trend is the culmination of what we saw in our first two trends. Moving at the speed of change re-
quires a foundation of thriving employees and a setting for continuous learning. Survey findings mirror 
what we are seeing in several industries: a re-evaluation of delivery models, a deeper understanding of 
innovation culture, the value of connection to purpose, and the expanding diversity of people. All are 
required for any organization to thrive in the future.

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up 
people to collect wood and don’t assign them 
tasks and work, but rather, teach them to long 
for the endless immensity of the sea.” 
  - Antoine de Saint-Exupéry  
    from The Little Prince

Many of our key findings suggest that respondents 
envision a future in which thriving requires a higher 
degree of individual and organizational agility. As 
stated earlier, the role that active learning will play 
in organizational vitality is critical, but anticipating, 
attaining, and leveraging the right knowledge for the 
future is a close second in priority (figure 9), especially 
considering that 65% of the students in school today 
will work in jobs that currently do not exist5. 

The gig economy is on the rise in response to a desire 
for more personal agility. Future-proof workplaces 
allow short-term employees to immediately engage 
with a company’s community/values and provide 
spaces that fluidly adapt to new technologies. In 
just a few years, the contingent workforce, currently 
around 30%, is predicted to grow to almost 50% of the 
workforce6. 

Professionals of all ages (but particularly Millennial 
and Gen Z) perceive greater benefit in terms of 
compensation, stability, and growth in a “portfolio 
career.” They seek opportunities in which they become 
part of something valuable and can see the value of 
the work they do over a prescribed duration.

3.

RANK WEST COAST MIDWEST EAST COAST

1 Knowledge Transfer & Mentorship

2

New skill sets needed to support changes to technology, business models or process

Employee Retention

Employee Engagement

3 Employee well-being & its impact on EMPLOYEE performance Diversity & Inclusion

WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT TO YOU IN PREPARING YOUR ORGANIZATION FOR THE FUTURE?

figure 9
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People, have a desire for connections. Millennials, and 
to a greater extent Gen Zers, who are growing up with 
a feedback loop via Twitter, Snapchat, and Instagram, 
are accustomed to a culture of instant, quick response. 
The process of innovation and creativity occurs when 
we nurture diverse points of view. Creativity happens 
primarily at the individual level. Innovation is a process 
in which we explore, test, and improve upon a creative 
idea in groups. The ability of the work experience to 
support diversity and inclusion of people and ideas is 
core to keeping up with the speed of change.

We seek work experiences that fulfill us. 73% of 
employees who work for a purpose-led organization  
report feeling engaged as opposed to 29% 
engagement for those who do not. Teams that 
work with shared purpose consistently produce 
higher outputs7.

Scrum and Agile methodologies, which originated 
in the technology industry, are based on continuous 
improvement via iteration and incremental change 
over short periods of time. These methodologies are 
now being more broadly adopted as a means to 
address the speed of change, which requires evolution 
in worker expectations and learning models. The work 
experience will need to support these changes through 
its ability to provide employees choice, control and 
flexibility, along with a recognition of the fluid nature of 
agile work.

TOP RESPONSES CONCERNING YOUR ORGANIZATION’S WORKPLACE AND/OR REAL ESTATE PORTFOLIO BY REGION

RANK WEST COAST MIDWEST EAST COAST

1 Employee attraction, recruiting & retention

2 Workplace that supports knowledge sharing & organizational learning

3 Workplace that accommodates our future business needs Facility flexibility (changes in business, 
staff & technology)

4 Workplace alignment with  
organizational values Operational efficiency

Accommodating employee flexibility  
& choice

-tie-
Workplace that supports  

employee well-being
-tie-

Workplace that provides  
appropriate amenities

figure 10
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Conclusion
Our findings from this survey reflect a collective 
understanding that organizations that thrive 
on change will flourish in the future. To flourish, 
organizations must foster continuous learning, a sense 
of community, and individual and organizational 
agility. This begins with a mindset that recognizes that 
workplace evolution is accelerating, and that well-
being is a shared responsibility.

We are committed to building a long-term 
understanding of the role of workplace in 
organizational change. To this end, HGA’s prime topics 
for future exploration will include:

• Expanding our understanding of environmental 
and experiential strategies known to foster 
creativity and learning.

• The role of digital integration tools and physical 
proximity in innovative processes.

• How emerging and diverse talent will continue to 
shape the evolution of work.

If you would like to hear more about this study or other 
research underway, please contact us. We welcome a 
deeper conversation.
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that support the creation of places and strategies that 
allow people and therefore organizations to thrive. We 
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create strategies that meet you where you are today 
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WorkSIGHT, please contact:

David Paeper, AIA, CID 
dpaeper@hga.com 
1.612.758.4591
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