Reducing space and costs through hoteling
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In a tough economy, the words “cost cutting” rise to the top of every executive’s vocabulary. For the corporate real estate executive, being able to make a positive impact on the bottom line while improving staff retention is the kind of management insight and skill that can propel a career to the next level and beyond.
But how can corporate real estate executives and facilities managers not only influence, but also create and implement a strategy that will achieve these seemingly paradoxical results? The answer is hoteling, a desk and office space resource sharing strategy. 
The concept of hoteling enables companies to use their unoccupied or vacant office spaces more effectively. Hoteling accomplishes this by enabling the sharing of a single workspace among multiple workers, notably teleworkers. In fact, the benefits of telework and hoteling are complementary because the cost savings for a company that implements a Telework program increase exponentially when hoteling also is implemented, due to the potential reduction in needed real estate.
The hoteling concept
Under the concept of hoteling, teleworkers do not have a desk assigned to them in the office. Instead, they reserve a space on the days that they plan to physically be in the office, a process similar to individuals reserving and checking in and out of hotel rooms. Hoteling enables more employees to function effectively for an organization in less corporate physical space.
By implementing a hoteling program, a company can significantly reduce the real estate square footage it occupies. This in turn reduces the company’s costs associated with leasing space and/or the costs associated with building new facilities. Employers gain other valuable benefits in the form of increased productivity and effectiveness and lower employee turnover.
With hoteling, the traditional concept of space planning changes as it is no longer based on a one-to-one ratio of people to desks. If an organization does not consider the impact of these changed ratios when developing new work environments, unused space and unrealized cost savings are two inevitable results. Failure to map out and implement the policies and processes integral to a well-planned hoteling program can lead to constant “musical chairs” in the office, which will only increase your employees’ frustration and lower their effectiveness. 
Ensuring success
Kinetic’s expertise in this area is based on more than 80 client engagements and nearly 300 Best Practice case studies covering organizations representing a wide variety of industries, from high-tech and insurance to health care and manufacturing. Based on our company’s practical experience and extensive research, we’ve developed a strategic approach to help companies realize the tremendous benefits that come with a well- designed and well-implemented hoteling program.

Why are companies doing it?
When asked to rank in order of importance the primary drivers their company had for implementing a formal telework and hoteling program, “improving staff work/life balance” was ranked as the most important driver by 41 percent of the respondents. Thirty two percent ranked “real estate/facilities cost avoidance as the most important driver, and 27 percent ranked “improving recruitment and retention” as the most important driver.
What are the benefits?
When asked what measurable benefits have been realized through their telework and hoteling program, 62 percent of those companies with formal telework programs noted “improved employee satisfaction,” 21 percent noted “reduced real estate costs,” and 15 percent noted “improved recruiting and retention.” Other measurable benefits cited by 2 percent of the respondents include “improved efficiency and reduced response times.”
Step one 
Start by identifying the departments, and functions within those departments that currently support remote work or could be adaptable to remote work. This allows you to gauge potential space savings, which then can be transferred over into a hoteling program. If your company currently has a mobile workforce, start gathering data about actual space utilization by conducting “bed check” studies, which involve counting desks and calculating the frequency with which employees use these desks over a given period of time. A full-blown study that reviews every desk and every minute of usage is not necessary. A statistical sampling approach where you survey a representative sample of desks and staff usage across the whole department or company is sufficient. 
What if your company doesn’t currently have a mobile work force? There may be more mobility than you think. Our internal research data shows that, as a result of travel, client presentations, vacations, offsite meetings, etc., approximately 20 to 25 percent of assigned spaces within a company are unoccupied at any given time. In addition, 5 to 7 percent of employees at many companies are already “informal” teleworkers. These two data points could present hidden opportunities for your company’s hoteling initiative.
Step two
Conduct a thorough work process and cultural assessment. While doing the bed checks, also conduct focus groups, interviews and/or surveys to find out valuable information such as how often people travel, how much time they spend doing “heads-down” work, how amenable their jobs are to hoteling, and, most importantly, how open they are to this new workplace strategy. 
This step is key because getting the assessment right is crucial to being able to deliver the right combination of space and services to your staff. This step also acts as the beginning of a change management process that will continue for the duration of your hoteling program. You will uncover information about your organization and people that standard statistics will not reveal, which will be invaluable as you proceed with the design and implementation of your program.
Step three
Calculate the potential desk-sharing ratios (DSRs) using the data you’ve collected. At Kinetic, we have developed a scientific approach that is based in part on “peak-loading” concepts that apply in situations with unpredictable demand, like those associated with the hospitality industry, airlines and power plants. Our experience shows that this approach enables companies we work with to answer their space planning questions with a high degree of confidence.
Step four
Design the spaces that will support your hoteling program and communicate their purposes and goals clearly and consistently. One of the biggest mistakes you can make is to make assumptions and fail to communicate them back to the user. Use every opportunity to set expectations with your employees and provide them the opportunity to get familiar with the hoteling program you’ve planned for the organization.
A successful hoteling workspace is designed to support the mobility and flexibility of the workers. At one software company in Kinetic’s Best Practices database, nearly 70 percent of the staff telework, including sales reps, consultants, product developers, programmers and managers. To support the large number of very mobile workers, the company located desk-height power and network outlets along the exterior walls and outside workstations. 
Employees are equipped with mobile pedestals with integral folding worktops. When they come into the office to work, they simply roll the pedestal up to any outlet, plug in, unfold the top, and start working immediately. A detailed communication plan highlighted these features and their value to the company and staff to ensure that they were fully utilized.
You must recognize how hoteling will impact your organization’s culture. For example, for hoteling to be successful, the staff must consider all workspaces to be equally useful. Therefore, spaces must be fairly standardized, with workstations and offices that are similarly sized and equipped. This can be one of the biggest and most difficult changes for many organizations to address since for years employees have been “rewarded” with larger offices and more furniture as they climbed the corporate ladder. In a hoteling environment, these traditional “status markers” associated with corporate hierarchy and structure no longer apply. To ensure your hoteling program’s success, it is vital to communicate why this change is occurring, and how it will benefit both the staff and the company. The key is to communicate that you are providing a new work environment that will be an effective tool for people to get their job done. 
Step five
Define service levels that are consistent with your organization’s requirements, processes and culture. This will help make the change much easier for your staff to accept. Look to model companies such as those in Kinetic’s Best Practices database. It is not surprising that many hoteling coordinators at the companies we’ve studied have backgrounds in hospitality services. They understand the importance of providing service skills training to their internal employees who are administering the actual hoteling programs.
Steps six, seven, eight and nine
Communicate, communicate, communicate and communicate. It’s impossible to under-communicate this change, and you should use all avenues and opportunities that are available. By conducting the initial work process and cultural assessment, you’ll know exactly how to communicate your message and get the most buy-in. In addition, you’ll know what and who the roadblocks are and how to successfully address them. Plan to continue the communication as long as your hoteling program is functioning. New employees will join the program and changes will occur as your organization grows.
Step ten
Roll out your new space and hoteling program, highlighting the new opportunities for successful work it offers. This may represent a significant change for your facilities organization, as the underlying focus of your work becomes customer service and care.
Change via hoteling equals rewards.
Along with the potential changes in your job and the focus of your organization, you can expect to see significant rewards. Kinetic’s internal studies have shown an average space reduction of 30 percent, with some as high as 100 percent. And, this translates into significant savings.
For the real estate executive, this transforms the “space” factor from a corporate cost liability into an effective tool that drives savings, productivity and effectiveness. There are very few “win-wins” in the world. This is one of them.
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