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Re-imagining offi  ce design
PROPERTY

FUTURE THINKING
As lockdown lifts and we return to the offi  ce,

Insider examines what the workplace of the future will look like

By any measure it has 
been an extraordinary 

15 months but the events of 
the last year do not appear to 
have dampened the appetite 
for high-quality offi ce space in 
the North West. Last year, 1.2 
million sq ft of offi ce space was 
delivered in Manchester – the 
highest fi gure since 2008. 

And there is no sign of any 
slowdown with more than a 
million square feet of offi ce 
space under construction in 
the city.

Companies are still com-
mitted to investing in bricks 
and mortar and the past year 
has seen big names like BT 
and Grant Thornton agree long 
leases.

Les Lang, from Till Asset 
Management operates the 
435,000 sq ft Exchange Quay 
campus, which is one of the 
largest offi ce developments in 
the North West.

Lang believes creating the 
right environment is going to 
be crucial. He says: “What was 
important to people 18 months 
ago has now become even 
more important. We took over 
at Exchange Quay in 2019 and 
we realised we needed to be a 
bit more triumphal about what 
we have got to offer. 

“There are a lot of amenities 
here, and a lot of activities 
on site, and we are going to 
ramp those up even more. That 
approach began to get a lot of 
resonance with people.”

Lang adds: “There is a 
recognition that people now 
want to get their staff back into 

work. It might not be fi ve days 
a week but people want to get 
their staff back into the offi ce. 
When people are working from 
home, they don’t get trained 
well and they do not buy into 
the company culture.

 “I think there is recognition 
that the offi ce cannot just be a 
desk and a phone, there now 
needs to be a much better offer 
than that.

“We always felt it was impor-
tant to have amenities and to 
create a better place to work. 
It is not just about attracting 
tenants but it is also about 
keeping people once you have 
got them.

“One of the most expensive 
things a company has to do 
is to replace staff. If people 
enjoy working somewhere 
they are far less likely to leave.  
Employers recognise that the 
small details can make a big 
difference. If they are going to 
get their people back into the 
offi ce they are going to have to 
work that little bit harder.”

Franky Rousell, the founder 
of Jolie Studio, launched her 
design agency business four 
years ago and has already 

Exchange Quay

Franky Rousell

“If you want to 
make a real impact 
on someone’s day,  

then you need
to consider

all fi ve senses.”
Franky Rousell

Jolie Studio
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worked on some of the biggest 
schemes in the North West in-
cluding the Deansgate Square 
residential development.

Rousell’s philosophy is 
based around a holistic 
approach and her work focuses 
on designing workspaces 
that have an impact on all five 
senses.

She says: “When I started 
Jolie I felt that interior designers 
were approaching things very 
aesthetically and we were not 
really thinking about sensory 
experiences, and how people 
feel in the spaces they occupy.

“I was hearing from occupi-
ers time and time again that 
they had spent hundreds of 
thousands of pounds on their 
offices and were not really 
getting anything that delivered 
something tangible in terms of 
people’s experience.

“Before we launched the 
business, I did a lot of research 
into what makes people feel 

the way they do in certain 
spaces. I spent six months 
meeting with neuroscientists, 
it helped me to understand 
the choices I was making as a 
designer.”

Rousell says she has always 
been interested in psychology 
and human behaviour and 
aware of how spaces can 
change the way people feel. 
“When I started to enter the 
world of work, I realised there 
is a market for me to make a 
change the way people feel 
through the choices I make in 
terms of design.

“I just knew that if you want 
to make a real impact on 
someone’s day, if you want 
to motivate them, relax them 
or reduce their anxiety then 
you need to consider all five 
senses and the impact their 
environment has on them.”

Fundamental change
Robin Bayliss is the group 
sales director at heritage office 
furniture manufacturer Bisley. 
He argues that Covid will 
fundamentally change the way 
people view the office.

He says: “Companies will be 
looking to utilise their space 
more effectively, and poten-
tially for different purposes. 
Some businesses may even 
re-imagine their space as a 
hub purely for collaboration 
and creativity. Furniture-wise, 
the classic desk/chair combo 
is likely to fall out of favour as 
many offices seek to invest in 
furniture that accommodates 
collaborative work modes. 

“Pre-Covid, office pods and 
boxes were already becoming 
popular, but in a post-pandem-
ic office world, their use is likely 
to be ramped up significantly. 
The future office is likely to 
be a malleable space, where 
zones for different activities will 
be constantly evolving. This will 
be assisted by the widespread 
adoption of wireless power via 
battery packs.”
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Human contact
Chris Cheap, managing director 
of Avison Young in Manchester, 
says the ability to connect with 
fellow humans will remain a 
crucial part of working life.

He adds: “The future 
workspace will be very different 
for each and every business 
based on their particular 
function and needs. The ‘work 
anywhere’ agenda will come to 
the fore far more. 

“This will lead to workspace 
design promoting collaboration 
spaces where people come 
together to work for periods of 
time rather than being chained 
to a desk in the traditional 
sense. This will see businesses 
consider the right amount of 
space they need. Many will 
reduce in size, meaning their 
budget stretches towards better 
space or allows a greater level 
of investment in fit-out.”

Cheap says: “Wellbeing 
is rapidly becoming one of 
the key considerations in the 
design and occupation of 
workspace and there is now 
an expectation that newly built 
and refurbished buildings offer 
sufficient facilities for those 
who wish to cycle or run to 
work. 

“In spite of the pandemic the 
battle for talent still rages at all 
levels and businesses have 
realised that creating engaging 
design-focused workspace 
is a key weapon in helping to 
attract the best people by ex-
pressing their personality and 
purpose through the space 
where they come together to 
work, collaborate and socialise. 
Office occupiers have never 
been more discerning about 
how they use workspace, and 
this is prompting landlords and 
developers to create a Cat A 
specification that is flexible. 

“Whilst we have seen some 
downward pressure on lease 
lengths for several years 
and this pressure has been 
increased by the pandemic, 

many businesses that 
understand their workspace 
occupational needs, and are 
future-proofed in terms of 
growth, are prepared to sign 
longer leases to obtain larger 
incentive packages.” 

Corporate agenda 
Leon Guyett, development 
director at Muse Develop-
ments, says: “One of the 
most important things on 
any corporate agenda will be 
the health and wellbeing of 
employees. Offices need to be 
environmentally friendly and 
sustainable, with lots of access 
to fresh air, natural light, and 
outdoor spaces.

“Employees have missed 
out on collaboration, and the 
chance for small talk with 
colleagues, and to give and 
receive feedback in person.

“The sustainability creden-
tials of a building including 
energy performance, climate 
resilience and wellbeing are 
becoming an increasingly 
important consideration for 
occupiers and investors alike.  

“The fit-out of your office isn’t 
just a nice thing to have, it can 
be a key factor in whether or 
not a candidate chooses your 

organisation. Companies must 
create a habitat that not only 
reflects company culture, but 
also sparks a desire for em-
ployees to want to work in the 
office while being conscious 
of the wider environmental 
picture.”

Martin O’Rourke, is com-
mercial director at Warrington’s 
Birchwood Park. He says: 
“The days of the traditional 

office-based working week are 
gone, but the office will not be 
redundant. Our own research 
conducted on the park showed 
64 per cent of workers expect 
to return to the office on at 
least a part-time basis and 
businesses need to be ready 
for their arrival. 

“From the acceleration of 
technological advancements 
to cultural and attitudinal shifts 
within the office, and an even 
greater emphasis on protecting 
and promoting the wellbeing 
of employees, change is 
coming – and it will manifest in 
physical changes to workspac-
es too.

“Expect to see greater 
emphasis on larger and more 
sophisticated breakout spaces, 
open meeting rooms, and 
larger desk areas to ensure 
social distancing.

“And with flexible working 
here to stay, employers will be 
expected to shift office layouts; 
floor spaces should be recon-
figured to allow for hot-desking 
with a move away from set 
desktop spaces, for individual-
ised working pods to allow for 
quiet and concentrated tasks, 
and for reduced capacity in 
meeting rooms.” n

“The fit-out of your 
office can be a key 
factor in whether 

a candidate 
chooses you.”

Leon Guyett 
Muse Developments

Bisley
furniture in 
a modern 
office
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