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FOREWORD

At this moment in time, much of the world is still dealing with
uncertainty in one form or another. When I look back to the
summer of 2020 everyone was coming out of lockdown and
starting to plan for the future, but we rapidly had to change
plans and tactics again as we entered a second and then third
lockdown.
 
In my conversations with clients and colleagues I am struck by the 
fact that it is not necessarily logistical issues that are causing the 
most difficulty. It is the uncertainty itself, the not knowing what the 
long -or even short-term- future holds, that is causing anxiety.
 
In this whitepaper, based on my keynote speech at  
Workplace Futures 2021, I share my reflections on how we can 
all find the certainties in uncertain times to build personal and 
organisational resilience and come back stronger.

Simon Titchener
Chief Commercial Officer
ISS UK and Ireland
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CERTAINTY: ACCEPTANCE OF
THE HERE AND NOW HELPS
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CERTAINTY: ACCEPTANCE OF THE 
HERE AND NOW HELPS VISUALISE THE 
FUTURE! 
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INTRODUCTION: ACCEPTANCE OF UNCERTAINTY 

The first of these is the ability to be present in the here 
and now. In this way businesses can focus on doing 
everything to their best ability giving stability to clients 
and building reputational advantage for an organisation. 
Individuals and teams going the extra mile has helped 
cement long lasting goodwill with clients. 

The role of the cleaner to a business raised it from a 
functional support role to an intrinsic part of the make-
up of a business at the height of the pandemic. And 
collaboration with customers, suppliers and others key 

to your business builds trust and organically strengthens 
your brand. I visited the NHS Nightingale Hospital 
London last month and this to me showed the best 
of what we can do in Facilities Management. The here 
and now of the situation meant that the rule books on 
mobilisation were ripped up; new collaborations with 
competitors and suppliers meant the hospital could 
be mobilised in days. The certainty was that if we didn’t 
do it lives would be potentially lost. And that happened 
repeatedly across the country.  
 
This strong ethos enables clients to accept their 
uncertainties too, and from that the client/supplier 
relationship becomes stronger, creating opportunities to 
extend and build out contracts rather than going back 
out to tender. And, of course, showing gratitude to the 
workforce helps build employee loyalty to your business.

Certainly, none of us can predict the future, and uncertainty has been the watchword 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. If this situation has taught us anything, it is that we need 
to learn how to live and thrive in uncertain times. I read a recent article that said, 
‘Certainty is over-rated and over-rewarded’. For me, an acceptance of the uncertainty is 
more important. Not only does it reduce stress, fear, and unhappiness, but it also allows 
businesses to focus on two things. 

CERTAINTY: ACCEPTANCE OF 
THE HERE AND NOW HELPS  
FOCUS ON THE PRESENT AND 
DO A GREAT JOB!

CERTAINTY: ACCEPTANCE OF 
THE HERE AND NOW HELPS 
VISUALISE THE FUTURE! 

The second certainty is the acceptance of the here and 
now allows a business to visualise the future, redefine its 
purpose and identify multiple options, opportunities, and 
possibilities. The impacts and challenges of today provide 
the opportunities of tomorrow. 

Interestingly a recent Gartner research paper showed that 
this may not necessarily be about reinventing a business. 
73% of business leaders indicated a focus on existing 
markets to fuel growth, through the provision of more 
services and new products. There is a lot of hearsay out 
there saying that the future will never be the same and 
that it will look totally different. I agree things will change 
but will it be ground-breaking, beyond recognition and 
require business to completely transform?
 

I don’t believe it will be like that across the board. 
Businesses will still require workplaces; places to 
perform their business, they will still require our services 
to support those places and our people to deliver them. 
Clients will still value our expertise in doing what we do 
so that they can focus their investment on their own 
product and services. 

Nightingale and all the other pandemic-related activity 
showed that you can re-write the rule book and still 
deliver. Indeed, the certainty for me is that the learnings 
from all of these experiences have made our toolbox 
stronger, our business more agile, and created a sense 
of belonging in our workforce that needs to be nurtured 
and sustained. 

The future is about staying in tune and aligned with your 
stakeholders. Asking employees what they want from 
you, talking to clients about how they visualise their 
future and staying close and adapting to their response.

      Businesses will still require workplaces; places to perform their 
business, they will still require our services to support those places 
and our people to deliver them.

ISS team getting a COVID-19 briefing at NHS Nightingale Hospital London
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CERTAINTY: THE BEST 
COMMUNICATORS WILL 
STAY ALIGNED WITH THEIR 
STAKEHOLDERS

Whether it is understanding the here a now or planning 
for the future, one certainty from these uncertain times 
is the continued need for great communications both 
internally and externally. 

The pandemic has shown that brand credibility can 
be won or lost based on a wrongly worded statement 
or position, especially for those who are perceived to 
unethically exploit the pandemic situation. Workplaces 
and employees has been so important, especially in the 
stop start lockdown situations.  

CERTAINTY: BUSINESSES 
WILL BE CONSIDERING THE 
REDUCTION OF OFFICE 
PORTFOLIOS

But when the pandemic is over will all of this be done 
in a reduced office environment? There is certainty that 
virtually everyone is looking at whether there is potential 
to optimise their office space. Reducing a portfolio may 
seem like an ideal quick win for the CFO but I’ve read 
lots of articles on how the need for workplace change 
has escalated during the pandemic. If hard pressed 
businesses do go down the route of a reduction in office 
space as some predict it will be imperative to use some 
of that saving to enhance the workplace experience 
on those office left in the portfolio. But that may not 
happen. I’m certain that some businesses may have 
suffered so badly in the pandemic that they can’t invest 
in the change needed. Short-term survival may take 
precedence over long term planning. 

The Wall Street journal’s recent headline ‘The Death of the 
Desk is Upon Us’ suggested the impending demise of the 
office as a place for focus and attention but it was Leeman’s 
response, backed by worldwide research from employees, 
that really caught my eye. But more on that later.

      it will be imperative 
to enhance the workplace 
experience.

CERTAINTY: THE GROWTH  
OF THE DIGITAL AGENDA 

Another certainty coming out of the pandemic is the 
rapid escalation of the digital agenda. The pandemic 
saw 70% of businesses accelerating their digital 
business initiatives. And this escalation will continue as 
employees return to offices, with a greater emphasis 
on Mobile App and software-based technology to guide 
workplace experience. The ability to locate a free hot 
desk, arrange lunch, book a meeting room, and control 
the temperature in your office from your mobile phone 
– all of these things will help employees feel that it is 
worthwhile going back into an office.

And from a facilities management perspective these 
apps feed into building utilisation capture, so teams can 
view occupancy levels for meeting rooms, restaurants, 
desk areas and workspaces. 

Investment in IT, technology, conference calls, 
broadband, Wi-Fi, and systems accelerated massively 
during the pandemic as it had a direct result on the 
productivity of employees, many working from home. 
The certainty is that these quick fixes will need to form 
part of a more certain IT strategy going forward.

BUILDING A STRONGER FUTURE
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      The workplace of the future 
needs to offer the best experience 
to match employee needs.

CERTAINTY: THE MOST 
FLEXIBLE BUSINESSES WILL 
BE THE MOST ATTRACTIVE 
EMPLOYERS

We continue to see working from home or remotely as 
a hot topic for businesses and the certainty is that there 
will be change. But how much?

The recent Leesman Review in December 2020 gave 
some interesting insights, most notably that a third of 
employees surveyed had a suboptimal home working 
experience. Those that thrived the most used dedicated 
offices at home. But for many people that is not going 
to be an option, so sitting with a laptop on your knees in 
the front room will never provide a long term, productive 
home working experience. 

Unfortunately for some the quality of the workplace they 
left in lockdown falls short of their expectations going 
forward, and businesses will need to react quickly to that.
Coming out of the pandemic there is a certainty that some 
employees will want to see change and if business doesn’t 
rise to the challenge, they’ll end up losing good people. 

Leesman identified that employers need to dig deeper 
with their employees and understand how collaborative 
employee roles need to be. Highly collaborative roles 
need an office. Highly individual roles have a better 
experience at home. So, the workplace of the future 
needs to offer the best experience to match employee 
needs. We’re already working with some clients who 
have surveyed their employees about how they would 
like to work once all the social distancing restrictions are 
lifted. In one company 95% of employees said they’d like 
to work full-time at home or adopt a flexible approach 
between office and home. Is that achievable or indeed 
desirable?

Pre-pandemic studies have shown that employees given 
a home/office choice would rarely be seen in the office 
on Mondays or Fridays. Leesman suggests that if this 
flexibility is given to all employees post-pandemic, the 
office will be a lively hub of activity mid-week but likely 
deathly quiet either side. The question is ‘How could a 
business justify the costs of seven-day-a-week assets 
when only half of the week is fully utilised?’

CERTAINTY: HOMEWORKING IS NOT FOR EVERYONE

A lot depends on the make-up of the business. 
Mckinsey’s analysis of 2000 tasks and 800 jobs in nine 
countries highlights the complexities. Their analysis finds 
that the potential for remote work is highly concentrated 
among highly skilled, highly educated workers in a 
handful of industries, occupations, and geographies. 

McKinsey argues that Hybrid models of remote work, 
where 15-20% of your workforce have a homeworking/
office mix, risk accentuating inequalities at a social and 
societal level. 

And they also analyse the inequality, psychological and 
emotional stresses among employees, including self-
isolation. The psychology of not being around people, 
some employees find stressful and distressing. 

Some employees need the habit and routine of going 
into the office at the same time every day. Some don’t. 
The certainty is that if these models are adopted 
employers will not only be juggling office space but will 
also need to reinvent processes and policies to meet 
new wellbeing challenges.
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CERTAINTY: A NEW 
OPPORTUNITY FOR FACILITIES 
MANAGEMENT?

For me, a lot of what is being said is not new. Change in 
this industry, and in business, has long been talked about. 
The certainty is that the pace of change we have already 
seen will increase even further as we exit the pandemic. 

Back in early 2020 a seven-year study into the workplace, 
‘The Future of Work, Workforce and Workplace’, conducted 
by the Copenhagen Institute for Futures Studies and ISS, 
concluded that the workplace is no longer viewed as the 
epicentre of an organisation. 

However, the research said that physical workplaces 
are still essential to create and support organizational 
culture that enables organisational strategy and business 
performance. To do so effectively, the physical frameworks 
combined with human-centric service must provide a 
holistic workplace experience, where the end-users can be 
productive and thrive. This hasn’t changed. 

The pandemic provides new opportunities for 
Facilities Managers. In partnership with IT, CRE and 
HR, Facility Managers can act to create marginal gains 
in performance in every employee - and facilitate a 
workplace environment that can bring together people, 
place and process to enable better business outcomes 
and secure a strong competitive advantage.

      In partnership with IT,  
CRE and HR, Facility Managers 
can act to create marginal gains  
in performance in every 
employee.

CERTAINTY: THERE WILL  
BE A POST-PANDEMIC WAR 
ON TALENT

Culturally I’m certain that what makes up a business 
today will need to change tomorrow. The need for great 
people engagement has shifted. It is critical for Human 
Resources teams to understand a new emerging culture 
where employees want a better sense of belonging. I’ve 
seen people in my business being able to effectively 
manage their business in overseas locations – in a 
nutshell the pandemic has shown that the workplace 
can be any place and not solely four walls and a building. 
But agility, flexibility, connectivity, globalisation, and 
productivity are all buzzwords that mean nothing unless 
trust and freedom is embedded into workplace cultures 
from the top down. 

The Workplace is now not a physical asset where one 
performs a task but the bubble around the individual 
to allow them to achieve their aims and goals. The 
office will never die but will morph into a trophy asset 
where workers will congregate for a reason and not 
just to be seen.

      The Workplace is now not a 
physical asset where one performs 
a task but the bubble around 
the individual to allow them to 
achieve their aims and goals.
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CERTAINTY: SOCIETAL  
IMPACT MATTERS 

All this leads into the certainty that businesses will need 
to be more mindful of Societal impact as employees have 
seen the benefits of a reduced carbon footprint both 
individually and globally. Corporate Social Responsibility 
is certain to gain momentum going forward, with 
collaboration between businesses and facilities teams 
seeking to manage workplaces better not just for the 
bottom line but also the community.

This has already happened to a degree in the consumer 
world. Consumers have become King and Queen. With 
access to information, reviews, transparency from the 
internet that enable them to have the upper hand, the 
choice of what they buy, when and from whom. Ethics, 
morals, sustainability – all matter. 

The same will happen to employees. Post-Covid 
employees will becoming King and Queen. They will 
choose what and how they want to work and only the 
businesses that consider this carefully will be successful 
and win the war on talent. 

So, there are certainties out there, and the stakes will  
be high.  

There’s never been a better opportunity for facilities 
managers to step up and make the changes that will 
provide productive environments for employees and 
help drive their businesses forward over the next few 
years.

LINKS
Workplace Futures 2021

McKinsey Global Institute

ISS Service Futures

Leesman

Gartner

The Wall Street Journal

Leesman

    Bad companies are 
destroyed by crisis. Good 
companies survive them. 
Great companies are 
improved by them
Andy Grove, former CEO
Intel Corporation

https://www.workplace-futures.co.uk
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries#
https://www.servicefutures.com/iss-vision-2020-capstone-future-of-work-workforce-workplace
https://www.leesmanindex.com/your-workplace-of-the-future/
https://www.gartner.com/en/webinars/3993980/the-2021-chief-marketing-officer-top-strategic-priorities?srcId=1-4582955171&ref=btem&&utm_campaign=outlook-calendar&utm_medium=calendar&utm_source=brighttalk-embed
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-death-of-the-office-desk-is-upon-us-11610553529
https://www.leesmanindex.com/no-the-desk-isnt-dead/
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