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Mobility
Mobility is an integral component of the workplace. It can mean many things: work from home, work from anywhere, or work
anywhere within the office. More likely than not, people are going to become more mobile – mobility breeds mobility is a phrase
some have used. Understanding what mobility means inside your organization – why, who, where, when, and how much – is
essential to successfully integrating mobility into your workplace strategy and realizing the benefits to your employees and your
organization.

Mobile working is here to stay
To make our point, let’s review some facts. Mobility is
already happening, whether your organization formally
supports it or not. Typically, it occurs in two forms:
external (outside the office) and internal (within the
office). Increasingly, workforces include remote workers –
whether they work from home, or just somewhere other
than the office.1 And many organizations are realizing
that even those “in” the office are at their assigned seat
less than 40% of the time2, suggesting that the majority
of individuals are spending a large portion of their day
someplace else within the building or somewhere else
entirely.

What’s changed that’s caused this to happen?
The primary driver for mobility is the technology that
enables us to work anywhere, anytime. This includes
hardware (i.e., laptops, tablets, and smart phones);
software that facilitates communication, collaboration, and
establishing “presence” independent of time and location;
and wireless access. These technologies are ubiquitous3
and are continuing to change at an accelerating rate.
Technology is enabling changes to work processes and
how work is completed, both of which can foster mobility.

In a 2011 McKinsey survey, 25% of organizations stated they
expected to use more remote workers in the future
1

Utilization studies completed by a broad cross-section of consultants
for a range of organizations found remarkably consistent data; with
some exceptions, like call centers, the average knowledge worker is
in their assigned seat only 35% of the time.
2

A secondary factor specifically driving internal mobility is
the increased speed, complexity, and collaborative nature
of work. While individual, focused tasks continue to be
key element of work, many other work processes involve
1

A 2012 PGI white paper estimates that the adoption of mobile
technologies is occurring at 10 times the rate that PC technology was
adopted in the 1980s.
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connecting with others. We need to talk, meet, brainstorm,
solve problems, and develop responses, all of which
typically means getting up and out of our chairs to do
things with others – in person or perhaps virtually with that
colleague in Asia. The norm used to be that we performed
the vast majority of our work at our desk, but for most
knowledge workers this just isn’t true anymore.

Mobility can take different forms
More often than not, mobility is a catchphrase for
different workplace programs developed to manage or
accommodate telework, telecommuting, hoteling, free
address, flexible seating, etc. When you peel back the
many layers of assumptions and intentions, mobility can
be simply defined – to paraphrase Frank Duffy – as the
ability of individuals, when supported by robust mobile
technology and workplace policies, to work in any location
where they believe they can do their best work.

So if they’re not at their desk, where is everyone
working?
Instead of working at their desk or traditional workspace,
they may be internally mobile, where their workplace
provides the choice and flexibility to seamlessly move
between a variety of work settings depending on the
specific tasks they need to complete. Enabling internal
mobility involves defining and providing a range of
workspaces to support different work processes and
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activities and developing protocols to facilitate this choice.
It also means providing mobile technology so work is
portable and an individual’s presence – where they are
actually located – can be readily shared.

They may be externally mobile, which covers working
anywhere, any time – at home, a client site, a hotel,
Starbucks, walking down the street, an airport lounge,
on a plane – anywhere. Mobile technologies are used
to support work processes, communication, and
collaboration regardless of location.

Or they may be part of a work-from-home program,
which, in many cases, simply means moving work from the
office to the home. While our industry has often equated
mobility with work-from-home programs, in reality, a fulltime work-from-home program does not include any true
mobility – the user is tethered to their home office desk.
When, instead, the program supports working from home
several days a week, along with a few days in the office,
mobility is now enabled.

Having said that, enabling work-from-home is how many
organizations have historically dipped their toe in the
mobility pool. Some jumped right to a formalized program
which mandated work from home. Many more start by
defining job and skills criteria that can be effectively
completed from home and then offering individuals the

option to do so. Policies, procedures, and training are
implemented to support the worker, their team, and their
manager, and technology facilitates access to networks,
communication, and collaboration.

Recently, a more deliberate focus on internal mobility
has emerged, as organizations strive to make the office
the “place to be” to foster collaboration, innovation, and
community.

Mobility has another continuum: not just where workers
are, but how much time they spend outside the office.

Knowledge Workers

0% mobility / desk-bound

100% mobility / virtual work

Knowledge workers may fall anywhere on this continuum,
although most fall somewhere in the middle; they are
internally mobile, working at multiple locations in the
office – their desk, conference rooms, the hallway, the
break room, etc. – and externally mobile to varying
degrees, working at a range of settings outside the office
– at home, a client site, a hotel, coffee shop, wherever.
In many organizations, informal, ad hoc agreements with
managers allow much of this externally mobile work to
occur completely “under the radar.” And that represents
a missed opportunity for both the organization and the
individual.

Identifying and quantifying the level of internal
mobility and “under the radar” external mobility are
both important to realizing these organizational and
individual benefits. There are a range of tools available
– observations, surveys, security badges, occupancy
sensors, IP address triangulation – to compile data about
the current mobility rates and patterns, space utilization,
and internal movement. With this data, an organization
can both shine a light on what’s really happening (vs.
perception) and identify opportunities to reduce and
reallocate real estate to improve overall utilization while
still supporting the individual and team work processes.

Building on the continuum concept, creating a mobility
program is not an “all or nothing” endeavor. An effective
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program will support a range of mobility that aligns with
an organization’s unique culture and business goals, and
with the organization’s specific business processes. An
understanding of where and how mobility occurs and what
the organization is prepared to support will help define
program details.

Mobility is one part of a larger workplace strategy
Many organizations have successfully implemented
mobility programs without making significant changes to
their overall workplace. Over time, however, the inherent
changes to the way work happens and how that can drive
changes to space utilization create new opportunities to
re-examine and optimize all aspects of the workplace,
including people, technology, and space.

Or it can happen more directly – your CEO states: “we are
growing rapidly, which is a good thing, but we cannot add
more space.” In this case, assessing the space options is
a first logical step – is the allocation of space to individual
and collaborative spaces appropriate to effectively
support work processes, or can this be reassessed?
If this step has already been taken, understanding
the organization’s willingness to consider unassigned
workspaces is a first step in developing a formal mobility
program as part of the workplace strategy.

Addressing Technology and Place are important;
addressing issues related to People is crucial

Mobility is a journey, not a destination

An organization cannot afford to have productivity and
engagement impacted negatively by a new mobility
program – the business of the business still needs to be
completed. Without some guidance, many managers
do not know how to effectively manage remote
employees, and many employees may not understand
the most appropriate tools for communication and time
management. Allsteel sponsored a research project
completed by Advanced Workplace Associates (AWA)
and the Center for Evidence Management (CEBMa)4
that identified six factors – social cohesion, leadership
support, information sharing, vision and goal clarity, trust,
and external outreach – that have a strong correlation
to knowledge worker productivity. Given the unique
characteristics of virtual teams – reliance on electronic
communication, asynchronous work, geographic
dispersion, limited social connection – focusing on these
six factors is even more important.

Another research project completed by AWA and CEBMa5
that focused on managing virtual teams identified
the core importance of trust in building relationships,
communication and team cohesion, all of which drive
coordination and then in turn performance. The parallels
with the original six factors are clear. So identifying and
designing policies, procedures, and learning development
in addition to technologies and spaces that support these
six factors are all very important to the success of any
mobility program.
4

Learning from the experience of early adopters, it can take
several years to develop a truly robust mobility program.
The teams who designed and facilitated Corenet Global’s
original MCR class “Enabling Workplace Mobility”
developed a simple model illustrating three basic stages
to building a mobility strategy.

Measuring Knowledge Worker Productivity, Allsteel and AWA, 2016.
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Managing Virtual Teams in the Brave New Workplace, Allsteel and
AWA, 2016.
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In the Start Up stage, organizations typically focus on
those individuals who are already mobile – they have
already made mobility integral to their work processes.
At this stage, organizations will need to consider a range
of new supporting policies: teleworker/virtual worker
agreements, virtual communication and management
skills training, procedures – communication norms,
ergonomics assessments, and technologies – online
reservations software, remote network access, and
security. As the program is scaled up, individual and
collaborative space allocations and standards – “Solo” vs.
“Team” and “Shared” spaces – will need to be updated to
accommodate the different work requirements of a more
mobile workforce.

• Improve recruiting: a 2007 Harris Interactive poll
showed that 92% of millennials consider flexibility a
job priority; and the option to hire remote workers
expands the available pool of candidates.
• Expanded labor pool: Once a mobility program is
developed and virtual work is readily supported,
individuals from a range of locations may be
considered for specific roles at different locations.
• Improve employee engagement: H.G. Jackson,
interim President of SHRM6, stated that “workplace
flexibility helps businesses succeed and employees
thrive by giving people an integral role in deciding
how, when and where they do their best work.”
• Reduce risk: “under-the-radar” mobility can expose
the organization to unnecessary risk, like threats
to network security; creating a sanctioned and
supported program can mitigate such risks.

So what’s in it for my organization?
The opportunities that can be created when a mobility
program aligns with and supports an organization’s culture
and business goals include:

• Support business continuity: an effective mobility
program can provide more options to keep an
organization functioning during and after a natural
disaster, when employees may be unable to get to
the office.

• Greater flexibility and adaptability: growth and
changes in business requirements can more quickly
and easily be accommodated.
• Cost mitigation: realigned workspaces can optimize
utilization.
• Streamline work processes: flexible workplaces
with a range of work spaces deliberately designed
to facilitate critical work processes create a “better
fit” between work and place, and opportunities for
process improvement.

• Reduce environmental impact: fewer commuters and
reduced office space can reduce an organization’s
overall CO2 footprint.

Sodexo 2012 Workplace Trends, p. 8.
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Mobility has become a foundational component of the
workplace today. At the core of an effective program
are flexibility, choice, and trust; providing workers the
choice of a range of internal and external work settings,
the flexibility enabled by technology and work practices
to seamlessly move between the different settings, and
trusting that employees will utilize the setting to do
their best work. Initiating the process of creating and
implementing a mobility program can be challenging; it
requires long-term vision and – optimally – a commitment
to a larger workplace strategy that incorporates mobility.
Yet even if only ad hoc, one-off mobility is in place – and
likely it is – the possible improvement opportunities for
both the organization and its workers are too significant to
ignore.

■
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