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Great Workplace Design: Secrets to building employee loyalty 
and engagement 

Alisa Moss, Director, DJAS 

What is poor workplace design costing businesses, leaders, and  teams?  

• The talent war: it’s hard to get good staff. The younger generations are demanding more from their 
workplaces. From the physical space through to management and leadership. If we get these wrong, we 
miss out. 

• Workplace has become a tool to enhance workplace culture, sense of value and fit for purpose – reflects 
who you are and what you care about. Get this wrong, and it detracts from your effort and results. 

• A poor workplace design can break down office culture and sense of team and /or belonging and 
therefore staff engagement, productivity and output. 

• A poor workplace design will often not provide the kit of parts to allow your team to thrive and come up 
with strong and new ideas. Innovation can be dampened and hindered by poor workplace design. 

What are the current trends affecting workplace design? 

• The term ‘office’ is being completely redefined. It used to be that a company hierarchy was created 
which was simply transferred to the building - the workplace design therefore reflected the organisation.  

• The work we do today is considerably less isolated and individual. Nowadays, more emphasis is put on 
team work and trust.  Office design is changing to reflect the new focus and need. 

• We have multiple  generations in the workplace with vastly different needs and expectations. Designing 
for a 60 year old to a 20 year old who have completely different needs in the workplace, from furniture / 
seating height, acoustics and lighting. It is about finding a balance, to utilise and accommodate all skills 
and experiences.  

• Work is becoming increasingly knowledge based and less process driven. Performance is measured by 
outcomes, not through monitoring by peering over people’s shoulders.  

•  Activity based working (ABW) is probably the biggest trend in commonwealth and private organisations 
and is delivered in multiple ways and variations from agile (ABW on steroids) to neighbourhood / zoning, 
free addressing, flexible work settings. The living room office is also becoming a big trend as well as co 
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working hubs. An ABW environment is providing a landscape of working opportunities to reflect the 
individual tasks and function – choose a work setting which reflects what task you are going. 

Today most workplaces are based on three typical requirements; 

1. People & work – who you are and what you are trying to accomplish 
2. Places – what sort of places you need to accomplish your tasks and functions  
3. Tools – what tools and furnishings do you need to accomplish your tasks and functions 

What has been the impact on workplace design? 

There has been two very notable shifts in workplace design. These shifts are in in thinking through 
technology and management styles. 

Technology has shifted the way we communicate, collaborate and has increased the pace of outputs. 

Everything is now related to an app, with workstations now being able to sense you when you are 
approaching a desk and will change height to suit your ergonomic needs or time of day.  

The biggest shift related to technology and physical space is the style of workstation. Typewriters 
required straight desks. When we introduced personal computers, we needed to have larger 90 degree 
desk to accommodate the server and screen. The introduction of mobile technology like laptops and 
tablets means we don’t need as big a desk space. Desk sizes are shrinking from 2400cm to 2000 with 
private organisations now leaning towards 1600 to 1400 or 1200cm.  

A shift in thinking around office management and hierarchy has also played an important part of the 
physical workplace environments which we are still seeing change today. 

This is mainly related to the quantity and size of offices. The square meters per person has reduced 
considerably due to mobile technology allowing workers to work from home and offsite. Contemporary 
organisations rarely experience the full complement of staff sitting at desks each day. Therefore smart 
design has become a practical use of space rather than having a sea of empty desks.   

Approximately 30 years ago the workplace was cellular driven with a lot of enclosed offices and area per 
person sitting at 25 plus sqm per person.  

Then were was a shift (open work plan office driven) with mid management and above remaining in offices 
while we reduced our area per person to 20 sqm per person . 

Approx. 10 years ago there was another shift (open workplace plan and workstation driven) where only 
more upper management accommodated was in offices which brought our area person 15 – 18sqm . 

We are now seeing the notable shift with only the most senior leaders remaining in private offices, if at all.  
This has reduced  our area per person to 10 – 14 sqm  which aligns to the current commonwealth 
accommodation guidelines. 
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This is becoming a challenge with some commonwealth departments adopting ABW workplace principles 
with no offices and at times not a 1:1 desk ratio and an area per person to approx. 6sqm per person. 
Large private organisations such as banks are at times sitting below 10sqm per person  

A shift in thinking related to technology and management styles combined are continuously challenging 
our workplace physical environment  

What are the best design principles for creating spaces that encourage employee 
engagement? 

The key design principles which anchor workplace design are based on  
- Workplace culture  
- Working environment  
- Physical environment  
- Integration of technology. 

There is not one set formula for all organisations. The needs and nature of the work for the organisation 
need to be taken into consideration and the space crafted accordingly. 

What encourages employee engagement?  

• Provide a ‘landscape’ of working opportunities and support spaces. Like a garden has many different 
areas or outdoor ‘rooms’, an office can have many different areas that serve different purposes - an 
office landscape. This can increase productivity by 37%.. 

• Break the ‘horizon line’. Avoid walking into a sea of workstations. When you walk into a sea of cubicles, 
all at the same height, it can feel overwhelming. We want to break up that view with different work 
point clusters. We can do that with green (plant) walls, cupboards, tea stations, sound barriers. Activity 
station areas should be based  based on the theory that the size of an ideal working group is one that 
allows one large pizza to feed its members. This was introduced by Google’s working teams theories. 

• Provide enough spaces to reflect and focus. We know that a typical workplace has more introverts than 
extroverts. We know the importance of brain storming hubs, collaboration hubs and team work. We also 
know the solutions often come from one or two people within a focused work environment. You need a 
diversity of spaces to allow these kinds of thinking and activities. 

• Create a central community hub. This can include a family table and a main kitchen. You can ask people 
to walk to community but you can’t ask people to walk to water….This means that you can place 
community hubs that are walking distance away and require a bit of an effort to get to. Water and tea 
stations should be much closer to work areas and easily accessible. 

• Encourage a ‘vertical village’ for a large workplace with stacked community hubs and vertical circulation 
stairs.  

• Get the team along for the ride and encourage their input. 
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• Select furniture and areas which are agile and easily adaptable allowing the team to choose their own 

adventure and easily set up an environment which suits their needs. 

• Educate your team how to use a space and / or furniture elements. Provide clear guidance. 
  

What are some mistakes you see people make in managing their space? 

• In larger workplace design, having scattered small kitchens and breakouts. Letting teams operate 
within their own cell and limiting opportunities to interact with other teams. 

• Not creating a sense of culture and community. 

• We all know the saying sitting is the new smoking. Not allowing for seated and standing opportunities.  

• An agile workspace which promotes movement and standing can lower the risk of an early death by 
32% compared to those who work in a seated job.   

• Poor lighting and acoustics.  

• Poor use of materials with a high level of off gassing.  

• Limiting natural light and the access to natural light with built form. 

• Furniture which is not fit for purpose . 

What are your tips for workplace design on a budget? 

• Workplace design is one of the most costly elements within the construction industry to the 
environment and landfill. Be considered in your approach and don’t design features everywhere. Design 
where it counts. 

• Refurnish and reuse as you can. 

• Buying good commercial furniture with a strong warranty period. Less is more. 

• For a new design, design upfront to allow for change and always consider a modular approach.  
•

• Allow for the integration and change in technology.  

• Allow for staff input. The culture and trust within the workplace will thrive. 

You can meet and discuss your own workplace space design ideas and questions with 
Alisa at the UnConference. She will be hosting one of the conversations during the 

Open Space component.
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