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The amount and significance of remote working
increased exponentially when the Covid-19 pandemic
emptied offices. The return to our shared workplaces
raises a number of issues, the most urgent of which
is how to ensure safety. At the same time, it is
important to look further ahead.
Martela has conducted its own analysis
on the factors that need to be considered
at workplaces when the current phase of
extensive remote working comes to an end.
The crucial thing is to stop and think about
how the pandemic affected the prevailing
change in direction of knowledge work,
the long-term trend towards hybrid work.

“The crucial thing
to do in a crisis
is to look to the
future: all changes,
however rapid, must
also support the
long-term change
trend.”
– Eeva Terävä, Martela

“A large proportion of the value of modern
knowledge work is generated through collaboration and informal meetings. The period
of extensive remote working has shown us
that there is a real need for offices as well.
However, a safe and efficient workplace
does not need more floor area, it needs
a new type of thinking,” says Eeva Terävä,
leader of Martela’s workplace planning team.
The aim of this guide is to help you plan
and deliver changes in your workplace so
that short-term changes will also help you
meet the needs of future work. A futureproof workplace is ensured by considering
different time spans.
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1. Key lessons
learnt from the
pandemic

According to a survey conducted
by Eurofound, more than one third
of employees in EU countries switched
to remote working during the pandemic.
Remote working was most common in the Nordic and Benelux countries. In Finland, nearly 60 per cent of employees were working from
home. In Denmark, the Netherlands and Belgium the figure was over
50 per cent, and in Sweden over 40 per cent.
Martela conducted an open survey in the Nordics to find out how
the remote working was going and what kind of conditions people were
working in. The Martela Insights remote working survey carried out in
March–May 2020, received a total of 415 responses. The major themes
that emerged from the survey were:

→ CONCENTRATION / According to the survey, the home offered
very good conditions for working for many types of jobs. In particular it was very easy to concentrate at home. Before the pandemic, remote working was usually done when it was necessary to
concentrate on a certain task. During the pandemic, all tasks were
carried out at home.

→ COLLABORATION / When all tasks had to be carried out remotely
for a prolonged period of time, some problems gradually emerged.
The survey confirmed our presumption that collaboration was felt to
be more difficult when working continuously from home. People want
to return to their office particularly to benefit from collaboration and
spontaneous meetings and to be part of a community.

→ COPING / According to the survey, long-term remote working

One in four of the
respondents did not take
any breaks and worked
through the entire day.

has a negative impact on coping. Taking necessary breaks felt difficult and people ended up working more intensively. As many as
one in four of the respondents did not take any breaks at all and
instead sat in front of their screens from morning till night.

→ TIME MANAGEMENT / Overall, remote working is efficient, but
its flipside is the blurred boundaries between work and leisure. In
addition, if other family members are at home while we work, our
efficiency tends to suffer. If we are repeatedly interrupted during
the day, we often have to catch up by continuing to work at night.

→ ERGONOMICS / According to the survey, ergonomics at home
offices is often lacking. With occasional remote working, ergonomics is seldom an issue, but the implications are much greater
with regular remote working. Long-term remote working increases
absences caused by problems with ergonomics.
What happens when we are allowed to return to our normal workplaces after a period of obligatory remote working? The results of the
Martela Insights remote working survey confirm that communal workplaces are needed, and that people want to return to them as soon as
it is possible and safe.
One area that has proved challenging is remote management. Line
management and keeping one’s finger on the pulse at all times was
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Hypothetical change modelling of workplace
utilization and remote work before, during
and after the pandemic
Average office occupancy and
remote work rates according
to studies*

Flexible, multi-site working
becomes
the new norm

High

Low

PREPANDEMIC

LOCK
DOWN

OPENING
OFFICES

POSTPANDEMIC

Desk occupancy
Meeting room occupancy
Remote work

very challenging despite new technologies and practices. From the
management perspective, fewer physical encounters with colleagues
has been detrimental to the creativity and efficiency of the community.
Before the pandemic, the average utilisation rate of offices was 54%
for individual workstations and 47% for meeting rooms (source: Rapal
Optimize Workplace Review 2020). During the period of self-isolation,
the utilisation rates plunged close to zero in many places.
According to Martela’s analysis, the amount of remote working
will see a substantial decline from the peak period, but will nonetheless remain permanently higher than before the pandemic, when
only about 20 per cent of employees worked from home at least once
a week (source: Eurostat 2020). As a result, the utilisation rates of
offices will permanently fall from the pre-pandemic level.
The increased amount of remote working due to the pandemic combined with a general long-term trend in the ways we work is likely to
reduce the amount of work done at offices in traditional terms.
The pandemic may accelerate this trend, which will turn offices
into just one of the many different places we work from. As a result,
the number of square metres per employee will be reduced or the
same number of square metres will be repurposed for something other
than being a location for empty desks.
* Partly based on Rapal Optimize Workpalce Review 2020, Eurostat 2019 and Eurofund
Covid-19 survey 2020. Part of the % figures are hyphotetical estimates

2. The three
windows of time
in planning

From the perspective of workplace
design and optimisation, it is essential
to distinguish between the changes in use
over the short-, medium- and long-term.
The first objective is to ensure safety. Over the longer term, there will
be a window of opportunity in which we can use workplace design to
influence the change in the way we work.

SHORT-TERM
SHORT-TERM
Safe workplace
Quick solutions related to hygiene and safety

MEDIUM-TERM
Window of opportunity
New ways of working at remote
workstations and at the office

LONG-TERM
Hybrid work
Structural changes of work and workplaces

The first priority is to ensure that the workplace supports protection
against infections. The easiest and most natural way of achieving this
is to place workstations further apart and to reduce the number of
seats in meeting rooms and other common areas. Corridors and other
routes should also be wider to avoid congestion and bottlenecks.
The work community must have mutually agreed rules that determine how people operate in the workplace and how rapid health and
safety measures can be put in place. These rules may include, for
example, guidance on the use of different rooms and the maximum
number of occupants in each room. Digital applications can be used
to support and monitor compliance with sufficient social distancing
and other safety guidance.
→ More in chapter 3.
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MEDIUM-TERM

The crisis has opened
a window of opportunity
for responding to
changes in the way we
work through changes
in the workplace.

The period of widespread remote working has modified the way
we work in many ways and it would be worth continuing to use
these new practices. For example, there was a huge increase
in the use of virtual teamwork tools and video conferencing
technologies and the way in which they are used became much
more diversified. Many people who may have previously been
averse to such software now use them with ease.
For the future design of workplaces, it will be highly valuable to
know how well employees managed without all the paperwork and
folders that were previously considered necessary.
Getting rid of unnecessary paper permanently reduces the need
for storage furniture, which in turn can have two very liberating
consequences. Firstly, this will free up room for other uses, and secondly, people will be free to choose their workstations flexibly as
there will no longer be the need to have personal storage cupboards
close at hand.
Another significant change during the pandemic took place in meeting
culture. On the one hand, remote working highlighted the importance
of face-to-face meetings for brainstorming and planning. On the other
hand, remote working revealed that an efficient video conference
of 15–20 minutes can achieve just as much as an hour’s traditional
meeting, making travelling for meetings often pointless.
People have now realised how valuable face-to-face meetings
are and spaces that properly serve their purpose are needed. For
example, creative or planning meetings often take place most naturally on a sofa group or in a team workspace where people can move
about. Quick video conferences are best handled in phone or conference booths that are available close to workstations.
Digital smart office solutions and applications present new opportunities for creating a safer but also a more flexible workplace. These
solutions and applications assist their users in making everyday
choices and generate valuable user data for further development.

LONG-TERM 

The pandemic gave us
a glimpse of the future.
Work will break free
from a fixed workstation
and become genuinely
multi-location based.

When looking at the evolution of work in the long-term, the role of
digital transformation driving change becomes increasingly obvious.
The structural change that has facilitated the transition to online and
mobile work will continue and deepen. Workplaces must be designed
to adapt to needs that can often be unpredictable.
The pandemic gave us a glimpse of the future. Work will permanently break free from a fixed workstation and work will become genuinely multi-location based. An employee will always be free to choose
where to work from on a given day to be as efficient and productive
as possible: from home, from a number of locations offered by the
employer or somewhere else.
At Martela, we are anticipating the role of the future workplaces
through a four-quadrant model where the horizontal axis indicates the
amount of work done remotely vs. at the office and the vertical axis
the size of offices showing the degree of optimisation vs. expansion.
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Scenario 1 → DESERTED OFFICES

O FFI C E AS A
M EE TI N G PL AC E

HYB RI D WO RK

D ESERTED
O FFI C E

C LOS E D
WO RKPL AC ES

WO RKPL AC E EXPAN SI O N

AT T H E O F F I C E

REMOTE WORK

WO RKPL AC E O P TI M I SATI O N

If the amount of remote working increases permanently, while the size
of the offices remains the same, the result will be quiet premises and
empty workstations.
If, at the same time, the floor area of offices is increased to cater
for the social distancing and safety guidance because of the pandemic, the impact will be even more striking. The workplace costs in
proportion to the utilisation rate will increase significantly.
Scenario 2 → ENCLOSED WORKSPACES
If people choose to return to their offices as a counter-reaction to
imposed remote working, maximising safety may lead to a desire for
personal offices. A compromise could be to divide an open-plan office
into personal workspaces with screens or partitions.
In both cases, the need for additional square metres will increase,
which again will increase costs. At the same time, the flexibility and
many other benefits gained through activity-based office spaces will
be lost.
Scenario 3 → OFFICE AS A MEETING PLACE

Remote working
has highlighted
the importance of
face-to-face meetings
for brainstorming and
planning.

If remote working remains the primary model for work, this could
mean that offices will become purely meeting places. In this model,
offices would facilitate prescheduled face-to-face meetings, the need
for which will increase as a result of remote working, with reduced
costs owing to smaller premises required.
Spontaneous meetings would be rare, the amount of daily teamwork would be reduced, and the office would not be able to provide
an alternative workspace for those with poor conditions for working
at home. Investments would be required in conditions for remote
working and ergonomics. One potential solution in this scenario is
shared meeting hotels.
Scenario 4 → HYBRID WORK
Detaching work from a fixed location leads to a model in which
employees may freely choose the most suitable solution for a given
day and task, and work can be done remotely or at the office, in an
interactive space or a quiet zone at the office.
Floor area is flexibly designated to different purposes as required
at any given time. Fewer traditional workstations are needed, which
reduces the need for office space. Smart applications help track and
configure the utilisation rates of and routes to different spaces.
→ More in Chapter 4.
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3. Safe
workplace now

Each organisation is responsible for ensuring
the health and safety of its personnel.
Therefore, the lessons learnt from the
pandemic should be taken seriously: the risk
of infection can and should be minimised.
Martela’s workplace specialists have compiled measures and a checklist that help reduce the risk of exposure to infections. The general
short-term rule is to keep the utilisation rate of premises and the
number of people in each space as low as possible.
These measures will help eliminate a large portion of the risks asso
ciated with the return to offices:

Normal distances

→ REDUCE THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE USING A SPACE
The best practice is not to open all facilities and spaces at once.
Remote working should be a recommended option at least as a
part-time solution. Video conferencing should remain the primary
method for meetings when a face-to-face meeting does not add
particular value. It is advisable to limit the number of people
accessing the premises, at least initially.

→ REDUCE GROUP SIZES Rotating and staggering the use of
different spaces makes sense. Consider dividing the personnel
into groups that are not in contact with each other, and especially those who belong to a risk group should be offered separate premises in which to work. Digital media are a useful tool for
organising the division and booking of spaces.

Extended distances

→ GIVE PEOPLE MORE SPACE The standard guideline for

Screens
added

Corridors
widened and
opened

Desks
separated

Seats reduced

social distancing is to keep two metres away from others. This
rule should be followed when positioning workstations, seats
around meeting tables and in teamwork spaces. This can be
achieved easily by simply putting some of the chairs into storage
or by marking them out of use. Chairs should be placed diagonally,
not directly, opposite each other. Workstations can be separated
with screens and space dividers. Digital solutions are a useful tool
in maintaining and monitoring the required distances.

→ CHANGE THE WAY WORKSTATIONS ARE USED
Spaces that are initially designed for flexible use are easy to
modify as needed: for example, if there is less need than usual for
teamwork or coffee rooms, these can be temporarily converted
into workstations. Shared desks can be temporarily turned into
allocated desks.

→ REDUCE CONGESTION Most workplaces have areas that
tend to be crowded at times. These include lobbies, elevators and
stairways, rest areas, areas around coffee dispensers and corridors. Pay specific attention to these areas and create practices
that help keep routes within the office free of congestion.

→ MAINTAIN GOOD HYGIENE It is a good idea to increase the
frequency of cleaning, and it is also important to ensure the stand-
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ard of cleaning is high. All surface and upholstery materials should
be inspected and any fittings and elements that are difficult to
clean should be removed. Also make sure that there are always
enough effective hand washes and disinfectants available in the
workspace.

Make sure that temporary
precautions can be easily
stopped as soon as the
situation no longer
requires them.

→ UPDATE GUIDANCE In modern knowledge work, responsibility for performance is given to employees themselves as much as
possible. However, when practices need to be changed and new
ones introduced, prompt and detailed instructions are necessary.
The rules on the use of premises must be extremely clear, and they
must be methodically communicated and reviewed and updated
as soon as a need for new practices is identified.
When planning and delivering short-term measures, it is important to
remember that the change is unlikely to be permanent. Therefore, we
recommend focusing on measures that can be cancelled easily and
with as low costs as possible as soon as they are no longer required.
Ideally, short-term safety measures can pave the way for a
long-term vision on what the workplace that supports future work
should be like.

4. Hybrid work
is the future

The post-pandemic era opens a new window
of opportunity for adapting our ways of
working and workplaces to meet the needs
of the future.
In the long term, workplaces will be more than just a place to work:
it will be a physical, digital and social ecosystem that extends beyond
the office walls.
Martela predicts that the future world of work will be built on
hybrid work. The flexible and agile ways of working adopted during
the pandemic are here to stay, accelerating the long-term trend in the
change in the ways of working.
The term ‘hybrid’ refers to the diversification of work. Less and less
work is done in one place, at one’s own desk or as part of one team. In
hybrid roles, work takes place remotely and at the office, in teams and
alone, quietly concentrating and through lively team effort.
People will have the freedom to choose where and when to work,
together with others or alone. The key question in the employeecentred work culture is: where will I work best and most effectively
today?
The organisation’s specialists will seek the environments that best
suit their needs and objectives at any given time. Workplaces will be
designed to support constantly evolving working methods, collaboration and empathy. Time spent together face-to-face will become
something we are able to value more and the real value of spontaneous meetings will be better understood.
During the pandemic, homes suddenly became temporary offices,
and their role as a place for work increased dramatically. Many com-
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panies helped their employees set up fully ergonomic workstations
at home. In the long term, the investments in home office ergonomics
will pay off through increased efficiency and job satisfaction as well
as a reduction in absences resulting from poor ergonomics.
In terms of physical workplaces, hybrid work means that organisations can downscale the size of their premises for optimised use.
Instead of designated workstations and inefficient use of space,
organisations will be able to focus on providing their employees with
exactly the kind of workspaces they need – both at home and at the
office.

In the era of hybrid
work, workplaces are
more than just places
to work.

In the long term, organisations will need to decide on a policy for the
following issues:

SCALING

→ Does the size of the workplace meet the actual need?
→ How full is the office on an average day?
→ Are there enough different types of rooms and spaces in the right
proportion?

→ How many workstations are needed and which of the employees
need a permanently designated desk?

WORKING METHODS

→ Are there enough quiet zones for work requiring concentration?
→ What are typical meetings like and how many attend them?
→ How is teamwork organised in your organisation?
WELLBEING

→ Are people satisfied with their workplace?
→ Are they proud to work there?
→ Do your premises reflect the organisation’s brand, strategy and
values?

SMART TECHNOLOGIES

The functionality of the
work environments is
measured by the fact that
employees want to work at
the workplace.

→ Which applications and solutions best support the use and flexibility of workplaces and overall spatial management and monitoring?

→ How do you measure the use and types of use in each workplace?
→ How do you utilise the accumulated data to improve the workplace and wellbeing at work?

→ What are the advantages of technologies and process-based
development?
Martela’s workplace specialists believe that the pandemic and wide
spread remote working will emphasise the role of the office environment as a driver of flexible and efficient collaboration. At the same
time, office spaces serve as sanctuaries for employees where they
can focus on the task at hand, work in teams but also relax and recuperate.
In the era of hybrid work, the functionality of work environments is
measured by the fact that employees want to work there even though
they are free to choose where to work.
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5. Manage
risks and
anticipate
changes

”Smart information
systems and a furniture
rental model enable
varied use of space,
monitoring of use and
data-driven optimisation
of the premises.”

The pandemic offered an extreme example
of just how quickly things can change.
Responsibly operating organisations have
taken heed and are building different future
scenarios in earnest. Besides relying on
traditional development diagrams, organisations are also preparing for sudden,
unexpected changes.
A well-functioning workplace is always constructed to serve organisational needs and tasks, and not vice versa. Instead of one designated
workstation, employees benefit more from a variety of custom-made
spaces for different requirements: collaboration, concentration, communication and chill-out.
As working methods change, the utilisation rates and the needs
of the users will change accordingly. Responding to changes requires
the ability to analyse the feasibility of spaces, monitor the user
numbers and ways of using the spaces, and to understand the users’
needs. This requires smart information systems and solutions. They
help users realise the full potential of their workplace and at the same
time enable them to monitor the use of the premises through knowledge-driven optimisation and systematic management.
Martela responds to the requirements of flexibility and risk management with a service model that can include the entire lifecycle of
workplaces from specification of needs through to planning and furniture rental to continuous optimisation. The data-driven comprehensive service helps ensure that the facilities are always fit for purpose
and cost-effective. With furniture rental, even a major office overhaul
can be achieved with reasonable cost and effort.
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Example:

Flexibility
in workplace
development
The HR director of a Nordic mid-cap
ICT company was frustrated. The
executive team had a new policy of
encouraging collaboration, between
and within teams, but the current
premises offered no suitable spaces
that supported this approach.

The solution to the dilemma was Martela’s Workplace as
a Service, which adapts flexibly to a company’s needs,
now and in the future. Thanks to this model, the company
pays a monthly fee only for what it genuinely needs. The
monthly fee includes:

→ Furniture and smart storage systems as a flexible
service

→ Real-time monitoring of the use of space, indoor air
quality and utilisation rate
Regular analysis and reporting of gathered data
A flexible space optimisation and circular economy
model

Employees complained about constant disruptions
and demanded quiet spaces where they could concentrate, hold video meetings and make calls. The number of
employees had risen by one fifth, and every last individual
office had been opened up for shared use.
The facilities desperately needed an upgrade, and to
achieve the best outcome, the entire personnel was to
be involved in the planning. The project kicked off with
a workplace survey with the aim of gathering a realistic
picture of the personnel’s needs and ways of working. The
results were reviewed at the end of March 2020.

→
→

Just as the actual planning phase was about to start, the
coronavirus pandemic struck and radically changed the
situation. The majority of the employees were working
from home and most development projects had been suspended. However, the results of the workplace survey
were clear: improvements were needed to reduce noise
and disruptions and there was also a great demand for
suitable spaces for teamwork.
Martela’s specialist suggested an activity-based office
model that could accommodate many different types
of tasks. The executive team was sceptical. How would
the pandemic change the work landscape in the future?
How would they be able to create safe but efficient workspaces? How could they prepare for a continually growing
number of employees?

In addition to workplace design, the special precautions
made necessary by the pandemic can be accommodated
with touch-free smart storage systems that are operated
by smart phone. The company will also introduce real-time
workplace utilisation measurement and floor-plan visualisation of the utilisation rate. This directs users of the
spaces directly to a suitable workstation while observing
social distancing rules. The staff and the cleaning service
providers are also informed of which furniture has been
used recently.
A workplace transformation project will be carried out
during July–August, which means that after their summer
holidays employees will return to a redesigned workplace.
This project will be followed by a continuous workplace
development model, where the premises are updated
according to changing needs.
The first follow-up meeting has been scheduled three
months after the implementation. At this point, the safety
guidance will also be reviewed and updated.

The project was welcomed by the executive team. The
executive team was particularly impressed with the
smooth collaboration, the flexibility of the service model
and the easy predictability of costs. The service model
ensures that the workplace always meets the current
needs and goals, even if there are rapid changes in the
working methods and in the number of employees.

D O YO U WA N T TO LE A R N M O R E ? G E T I N TO U C H !
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