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Recent studies in corporate America suggest that many organizations 

across a variety of industries are attempting to reduce real estate costs 

through the development of new workplace strategies. More than 

squeezing people into less space, or taking away assigned space,  

these strategies are a commitment to creating nimble, agile offices that 

enhance collaboration, increase engagement and improve efficiency.
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Are 
Associations 
Ready for 
Workplace 
Strategy? 



Whether associations endeavor to align 
their business strategy with their workplace in 
this manner is not yet apparent. According to 
commerical real estate company CBRE’s 2013 
National Nonprofit Benchmarking Study, orga-
nizations with more than 20 staff average 343 
square feet of office space per person—much 
higher than the 200 square feet of office space 
per person with which many corporations are 
planning their space. Furthermore, fewer than 
half (49 percent) of organizations standardize 
office sizes, and just 38 percent are discussing 
how to reconfigure space or reduce square foot-
age to make their office more efficient or more in 
line with organizational needs. Forty-four percent 
said their organizations are discussing alternative 
work environments. 

Although many associations are considering 
the future of work, many are locked into long-
term leases or owned facilities. According to 
CBRE’s study, nearly 50 percent have been in 
their current space more than 10 years. For those 
organizations, especially, changing the workplace 
is akin to turning an oil tanker: It will take time.

Workforce Demands
Associations are ideal candidates for workplace 
strategy, the concept of which should align with 
many organizations philosophically. Today’s 
employees are mobile and want to work in a more 
distributed manner than they have in the past. 
There are several prevailing conditions that will 
be accelerating in the coming years:

• Globalization of information. The need 
to collaborate with others—staff or 
members—who are geographically 
remote.

• Ubiquitous connectivity. The 
ability to access organizational 
information and data from 
anywhere as technology con-
tinues to evolve.

• Desire for flexibility. There 
is a common request 
across all generations 
for greater convenience 
and choice in how, 
where and when work 

happens. In addition, workers 55+ will be 
increasingly seeking more flexible work 
arrangements.

• Social demands to conserve. Buildings 
account for 73 percent of electricity con-
sumption and 39 percent of CO2 emissions 
in the United States. The ecological impact 
of smaller footprints 
for socially respon-
sible organizations 
will drive change.

In most cases, the 
driver for an associa-
tion to adapt a new 
workplace strategy 
occurs in con-
junction with 
a real estate 
milestone, 
such as an 
upcoming 
lease 
expira-
tion or 

20  FORUM  SEPTEMBER 2014 SEPTEMBER 2014  FORUM  21

option to terminate a lease, or the need to relo-
cate out of an owned facility. A well-thought-out 
workplace strategy will increase staff productivity, 
reduce real estate costs, align business operations 
with real estate needs and improve talent reten-
tion and recruiting.

When comparing best-in-class organizations 
that have implemented organizational workplace 
strategies, several consistent themes resonate. 
First, collaboration creates business value. It pro-
vides flexibility for the workforce, which improves 
productivity and engagement. Additionally, there 
is a brand alignment that nurtures the culture and 
creates an authentic atmosphere and experience 
for staff and members. Finally, designing the 
workplace based upon office usage can enable 
organizations to grow within their existing foot-
print. Workplace initiatives can greatly reduce 
expense and create room for reinvestment in areas 
that typically matter more to employees (e.g., bet-
ter technology).

Leading workplace 
strategy concepts:

Lagging workplace 
strategy concepts:

• Dedicated space

• Territorial

• Space reflects status

• Work is where I go

• Bricks and mortar

• Command/control culture

• Shared space

• Communal

• Space as a facilitator

• Work is what I do

• Virtual connectivity

• Change management 



Workplace change will not happen overnight 
within the association world. Whether it is two, five 
or 10 years from now, associations’ office space 
will certainly be different than it is today. Change 
will occur due to the needs of a different workforce, 
better technology, rising real estate costs and envi-
ronmental stewardship. It will force a change in the 
organization’s culture, but ultimately it will create 
a better work environment and serve as a tool to 
attract and retain the best talent. 

Gregg F. Witt, SIOR, is senior vice president – Nonprofit 

Practice Group for CBRE Inc., and Damla Gerhart is director – 

Workplace Strategy for CBRE Inc.  

Workplace Strategy  
Assessment
A C-level association executive should ask them-
selves the following questions before implement-
ing workplace strategy.

 Workforce
• How can we prepare for attracting the 

best talent?
• How can our space enable our staff to 

be the most productive?
• How can our work environment increase 

satisfaction and engagement?
 Workplace

• How can real estate be aligned with our 
organizational objectives?

• Is our space designed to support how 
people work?

• Is our organization using its space effi-
ciently?

 Technology
• How can we better support staff with 

technology?
• Does our technology support staff needs?
• How well does our IT infrastructure align 

with organizational objectives?

Conducting a workplace strategy assessment 
will help an organization understand: 1) critical 
adjacencies among departments; 2) actual space 
requirements; 3) opportunities for change; and 
4) workplace protocols and practices to support 
business needs.

The Case for  
Workplace Change  
As the world changes, associations will be impact-
ed. For instance, associations are beginning to 
experience a younger generation of leadership as 
Baby Boomers ride off into the sunset in great-
er numbers and as Generations X and Y begin 
entering the C-suite. As these younger executives 
take over, they will be more attuned to the needs 
of younger workers. As stated in the April 2011 
Forbes article, Working with Five Generations in 
the Workplace: “Most of us recognize that Millen-
nials are the new generation of employees with 
very different workforce behaviors who are not 
just familiar with collaboration tools, but expect 
their work environment to allow or even encourage 
them to use these tools.” A March 2012 issue of 
Time magazine likewise stated: “According to a 
Cisco study, 70 percent of college students and 
young professionals say heading into the office is 
not necessary anymore. Increasingly, and perhaps 
surprisingly, employers seem to agree.”
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More to our core. A convention center expansion that offers more space. 

More connectedness to nature. More possibilities. Call 800.662.0084.

V i s i t S p o k a n e . c o m /m e e t 

Breakout Sessions. Redefined.

We have the spaces and places to inspire your next convention. Indoors, a 91,000 square foot expansion to our 

Convention Center adds up to a total of 463,000 square feet of meeting space. Two hotels offer more than a 1,000 connected 

rooms (we’ve got 3,200 within eight blocks!). Decor crafted by local artists. Chefs and catering choices offering a fusion of 

international and local cuisine. Our outdoor options are just as inspiring with intimate breakout spaces, Riverfront Park and the 

river as a backdrop in the midst of a thriving downtown. Let Spokane make your next meeting, big or small, memorable. 

Today’s workforce  
is mobile and wants  
to work in a more  
distributed manner than 
they have in the past.


