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1 Introduction
1.1 Background

The starting point of this handbook for designing and 
planning work and the working environment is the 
transformation of work and technological develop-
ment identified in the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Health’s strategy. The aim of this policy extending to 
2030 is supplementing the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health’s strategy in fostering healthy and safe work 
at all workplaces regardless of the form of employment. 
Proactive planning of work and the working environ-
ment and early identification of workload factors will 
promote employees’ coping and comfort at work. 

This handbook is part of the People in designing work 
and the working environment project that supports the 
effectiveness of Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
policies. In addition to the policies, the work is based 
on valid legislation, particularly the Occupational Safe-
ty and Health Act, which contains a specific entry on 
the design of work and the working environment.1

At the heart of this handbook is a concept for proactive 
planning of work and designing working environments, 
which includes tools to be utilised at workplaces, such 
as a model for the work planning process, the working 
environment design process and a general continuous 
development model.

The views presented in the handbook are based on 
source literature, articles, guides, interviews, workshops 
and the authors’ views. Companies and public admin-
istration organisations have also been interviewed for 
this document to assess the current state and needs of 
the planning and design of work and the working en-
vironment.
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The handbook is intended as a low-threshold tool stim-
ulating ideas for those working in offices and as experts, 
anyone involved in planning and designing work and 
the working environment. Our hope is that the hand-
book will help planning and designing better work and 
working environments, which promote employee well-
being.

1.2 What is good work and 
working environments made of?

People spend a large share of their lives at work. As a 
result, work has a major impact on building a person’s 
self-image and meaningful life. According to Statistics 
Finland’s 2019 quality of work life survey, 60 per cent 
of Finnish wage and salary earners considered gainful 
employment a very important area of life. Since 2008, 
the importance of gainful employment has increased in 
all levels of education. According to the survey, both 
women and men consider the content of work as more 
important than salary. Finding work meaningful is 
deemed particularly important among young adults. 
People wish to express and develop themselves at work.2

Good work is meaningful, motivating and safe. Work 
brings meaningful activities, a social aspect and learning 
of new things to people’s lives. The work community 
and manager must support and promote employees’ 
wellbeing and coping and provide support for these as 
necessary. The employer, employees and work commu-
nity all contribute to good work. 

Working in offices and expert positions is usually inde-
pendent of place. The working environment has diverse 
effects on work performance. The working environment 
affects the functionality of the work community, com-
fort at work and occupational safety, and, through these, 
also has a direct impact on coping at work.

Open offices and multi-space office concepts have been 
popular in recent years. However, noise and lack of a 
peaceful working atmosphere are strongly connected 
with how meaningful those working in open offices 
find their work .3

In the best case scenario, the working environment sup-
ports work performance and comfort, which increases 
employee engagement. Therefore, offices or working 
spaces should bring such added value to work that em-
ployees cannot get from anywhere else.

As working life changes, so does the way we work

The transformation of work is a multidimensional phe-
nomenon - work becomes increasingly fragmented, the 
ways people work change, and forms of work become 
more individual. These changes concern aspects such as 
the employment relationship, places of work, and work-
ing hours.

Technology has already replaced routine tasks and will 
do so increasingly in the future. This results in a change 
in workplaces and job descriptions. As the amount of 
brainwork and work involving thinking is increasing, 
physical strain caused by work is likely to reduce or 
change while mental strain will increase. 

The digitalisation of work was the special theme of 
the Statistics Finland’s 2019 quality of work life sur-
vey. Digital technology has enabled work that is inde-
pendent of time and place, which has changed the work 
and working life of office workers. Digitalisation has 
not only affected people’s job descriptions and ways of 
working, but also on the organisation of work, social 
relationships, communication and, through these, well-
being at work. 4

Artificial intelligence will supplement work requiring 
a high level of competence. Digitalisation and automa-

tion of work may allow people to focus on solving prob-
lems. As work is changing, people are required an abili-
ty to learn, motivation and opportunities to continuous 
learning as well as human-centred planning of work.5

1.3 The core of the concept and 
description of its areas

What?

This handbook and the tools it contains form a con-
cept, i.e. a whole comprising content and activities for 
the design and planning of work and the working en-
vironment. The concept offers low-threshold tools for 
proactive planning of work and designing working en-
vironments based on work content and the person per-
forming the work.

The set of tools presented in the handbook is limited, 
and the concept should be perceived as a first step to-
wards a broader discussion on planning and designing 
work and the working environment that supports the 
content of work, work processes and employees. We 
also encourage using other approaches and tailoring the 
models we propose to suit your specific activities.

For whom?

This handbook is intended for persons working in offic-
es and in expert positions who are involved in planning 
work and designing working environments in various 
ways. The persons can be employed in managerial or 
HR positions, as team leaders or as persons responsible 
for occupational safety and health or work premises. We 
have compiled observations essential for the concept for 
each target group on the table below.
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Why?
The core idea of the concept is the proactive planning 
and design of work and the working environment, 
which is carried out in collaboration with the employ-
er and employees and, if necessary, occupational health 
care and other experts. The aim is to design work and 
working environment to support the content of work, 
taking into account employees’ personal characteristics 
and individual needs. 

In planning and designing the content of work and 
work tasks, it is key to identify workload factors and 
requirements, and employees’ competence, interests and 
potential development areas. Employees and the em-
ployer must have a clear idea of their tasks and respon-
sibilities. The job description and requirements defined 
at the beginning of an employment relationship are of-
ten subject to changes. We consider that work planning 
should be a continuous process that is carried out and 
monitored in cooperation between the employer and 
the employee. 

Proactive and interactive planning of the working en-
vironment can be used to achieve design solutions that 
promote the employee’s wellbeing at work; performance 
at work, efficiency, occupational health and comfort at 
work. These factors increase the employee's motivation 
and dedication to work and the workplace. In the best 
case scenario, employees like their work, are interested 
in performing beyond expectations in their tasks, which 
also promotes their employer’s success.
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2

2 Work content 
and the employee as 
the basis of planning 
and design work
2.1 Planning and designing work

Work design involves planning the work content and 
working processes, taking into account the employee's 
competence, characteristics, capabilities and interests. 
According to the Occupational Safety and Health Act, 
the employer must ensure the safety and health of em-
ployees at work. Any hazards or risk factors of work, 
working hours and the working environment must be 
eliminated or minimised. In addition, the mental and 
physical stress factors of work must be identified and 
assessed in order to reduce and manage them. 6

Work design is often carried out at workplaces at dif-
ferent levels and by different persons. Strategic design 
is often carried out by management and HR adminis-
tration, which is responsible for the organisation's per-
sonnel policy, draws up long-term personnel plans and 
assesses competence needs. At the operative level, work 
design is often the responsibility of the immediate su-
pervisor or, for example, a team leader responsible for a 
team's activities and results. 

The work design process has been modelled in the dia-
gram on page 8, which also identifies the roles of indi-
viduals in the different stages of the process. 
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Determining requirements
Before launching a recruitment process, the organisa-
tion must determine and document the work require-
ments and stress factors at a general level.

Defining needs
Work planning begins before the start of the employ-
ee’s employment relationship by defining the needs and 
tasks of the organisation. Before recruitment, the or-
ganisation assesses the more specific requirements set 
by the work, and mental and physical stress factors, and 
lists means to prevent and manage these. 

Recruitment
A recruitment announcement is drawn up based on the 
definition of needs, and the skills, requirements and 
characteristics of potential employees are mirrored to 
the observations made when defining needs.

Trial period
The trial period follows a pattern that involves familiar-
ising the employee with his or her tasks and enables the 
new employee to become part of the organisation and 
the work community. Familiarisation with the organi-
sation, strategy and values and guidance on using the 
work premises are important stages at the beginning of 
the employment relationship. 

The process of planning and designing work is con-
tinued together with the employee at the beginning of 
the employment relationship. This involves discussing 
the determined needs and related issues, and com-
plementing and changing these based on the hired 
employee’s characteristics, competence and interest. 
This also includes specifying and filling out informa-
tion about identified work stress factors and the ap-
proaches that enable preventing and managing these. 

Work planning is a continuous process. The definition 
of needs prepared before recruitment is revisited right 
at the start of induction and for the following time 
at the latest at the end of the trial period. Forming a 
meaningful employment relationship requires contin-
uous dialogue with the employer on the employee’s ex-
periences and wishes.

2.2 Safe and healthy work
The Occupational Safety and Health Act aims to main-
tain employees’ physical and mental health and work 
ability throughout their career. Achieving this goal re-
quires developing different elements of the work and 
the working environment, such as the content of work, 
work premises and tools, working approaches, organi-
sation and management culture at workplaces together 
with the employer and the employee.

Occupational health activities refer to cooperation 
between the employer, employees and occupational 
health care services, which promote the work ability 
and health of personnel in accordance with the Occu-
pational Health Care Act. 7 The purpose of the Act is 
to prevent work-related illnesses and accidents, and to 
promote the health and safety of work and the working 
environment to maintain work ability and functional 
capacity. This is realised in collaboration between the 
employer, the employee and occupational health care 
services. 8    

Occupational health care serves as an expert body for 
the employer in assessing hazards and risk factors, 
which helps preventing risks.9 Employers that do not 
have sufficient expertise in areas such as identifying and 
taking into account workload factors should consult ex-
ternal experts. The employer must make sure that the 
experts have adequate competence and other qualifica-
tions needed for carrying out the task properly.10 Co-

operation between the employer and employees at the 
workplace plays a key role in developing occupational 
health and safety. Successful implementation depends 
on the management of all organisational levels and ac-
tivities, which requires participation and commitment.

2.3 Productive and smooth work
In expert and office work, work planning is strongly 
linked to the organisation of work, responsibilities and 
time use. Studies have found that planning work days 
has a positive impact on commitment to work, as em-
ployees set personal goals by planning their work. Plan-
ning work days in advance also give employees peace 
of mind and help them get a sense that their work is 
under control.11 A working culture that has adopted the 
practice of planning work in advance makes work more 
efficient, saving time and resources. 

The task of the employer, supervisor or some other party 
guiding work is to describe the goals of work and the 
described working approaches that enable achieving 
the required work quality and results. A further aim is 
to provide employees with tools and support for work 
planning so that they can develop in their work and also 
participate in the continuous development of working 
approaches. Smoothly running and productive work re-
quires the planning of work that has been started early 
and involves the employee.



10People in designing work and the working environment

3

3 A functional and  
comfortable office 
work environment
A functional working environment promotes smooth 
work, has a positive impact on the employee's work ef-
ficiency and mood, and increases work motivation and 
a sense of community. Ultimately, a comfortable and 
functional working environment has a positive impact 
on the organisation's operations and results.

Designing working environments is guided by the 
Occupational Safety and Health Act, whose aim is 
to safeguard and maintain employees' ability to work, 
prevent occupational accidents and diseases and health 
hazards.12 The working environment, facilities and 
equipment used at work must meet the requirements 
laid down in the Act. In addition, the employer must 
ensure that the impact of facilities, equipment, tools 
and potentially hazardous substances on the safety and 
health of employees is taken into account in designing 
working environments.13 

The health, safety and functionality of the facilities 
must be taken into account in designing the working 
environment. Alongside these basic issues, it is equal-
ly important to take into account the social and psy-
chological aspects of work, such as the feeling of safety 
experienced by employees and the need for personal 
space, which all contribute to finding a working envi-
ronment meaningful. 
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3.1 Work environments for people
Organisations use design solutions in the working envi-
ronment to increase interaction and improve the flow of 
information in multi-space and open-plan offices with 
different spaces dedicated to various kinds of work. 
Space solutions have also often been used to lower hi-
erarchy. Informal work spaces have aimed to increase 
interaction and feed innovation and creativity more 
than in formal, traditional office spaces. This has also 
been supported by open and café-like break rooms and 
various recreational areas.

As expert work has become increasingly independent of 
place, the social dimension of work has become empha-
sised.  Workplace is where employee wish to meet their 
colleagues face to face, have lunch together, share ideas 
and get to know them better. To enable this, the work 
environment must provide spaces that allow natural en-
counters between people.  

The location of a workplace also has a significant impact 
on both accessibility as well as employees’ mobility, but 
also on the employer image. A workplace that can be 
conveniently accessed makes employees’ daily lives run 
smoothly and attracts them to spend their days at the 
workplace.  

Services that extend outside the traditional working 
environment have also often been incorporated into 
the premises of organisations. Restaurants, shops and 
sports facilities facilitate the daily life of employees and 
the reconciliation of work and leisure time.

3.2 Areas of designing working 
environments

Architecture and space planning

The space planning of a building is guided by numer-
ous provisions and decrees of the Building Act as well 
as health and safety aspects. However, making spaces 
functional will always require designing them to sup-
port the goals set for them and the activities that take 
place in the premises. Space planning is based on as-
sessing the need for a space that suits work processes, 
which aims at a solution that is as versatile as possible.

Multi-space offices have made facilities flexible to dif-
ferent needs, allowing employees to choose where they 
would like to work at a given time. Multi-space offices 
often consist of quiet work facilities enabling employees 
to perform tasks that require them to concentrate in 
a peaceful environment, teamwork spaces suitable for 
group work, separately booked conference rooms and 

general open-plan office spaces. An increasing trend in 
office design is to designate more spaces for encounters, 
which increases the flow of information and promotes 
interaction between employees.

A pleasant working environment also has a positive im-
pact on work. A space with personality does better at 
creating a sense of ownership, which can be expressed 
by architectural solutions. On the other hand, timeless-
ness and sustainability in the architectural look prolong 
the life cycle of the building.

Interior design 

Interior design is used to create the desired atmosphere 
in a space by combining furniture, textures, colours and 
materials. The starting point for interior design is the 
facilities and their purpose of use, and the people using 
the spaces. All of these affect the choices of furniture 
and materials. 
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Hard materials are primarily selected according to their 
intended use, the amount of wear they are subject to, 
and needs related to cleaning. Soft materials, such as 
curtains and upholstery as well as additional acoustic 
elements add layers and cosiness to spaces. Finishing 
touches are added with various interior design ele-
ments, such as paintings, decorative objects and plants.  

Large surfaces, floors, walls, ceiling and furniture com-
position are used to create different areas within the 
space. The extent that they dominate a given space can 
be regulated through the selected materials and colours, 
which can be used to either highlight or soften a sur-
face. Subtle use of colours and materials creates a more 
sophisticated environment. Materials and colours can 
also be used to create separate new spaces within an 
open space.

The comfort of a work environment is also linked to 
wellbeing at work. Comfortable and functional facilities 
attract employees to work at a workplace. In addition to 
the comfort of employees, a safe and healthy working 
environment can also reduce sick leaves. 

Lighting

Lighting creates prerequisites for working, seeing and 
comfortable working conditions and fosters efficient 
work. Good lighting promotes interaction, sets differ-
ent moods, promotes health and wellbeing, and sup-
ports the aesthetics of the space. 

The lighting of work spaces is primarily for the peo-
ple working in the space. As a result, cost and efficien-
cy criteria and aesthetic solutions should be mirrored 
against visual ergonomic requirements. Working areas 
and workstations must be appropriately lit. 

Requirements related to the amount, uniformity and 
glare of light are given for interior spaces in the SFS-
EN 12464-1 standard. The lighting of spaces and sur-
faces suitable for offices can be achieved by selecting 
the correct light sources, adjusting their positions and 
lighting intensity, and preventing glare and reflections.

As employees have individual needs for lighting, in an 
optimal situation, the lighting at each workstation can 
be adjusted separately. In multi-space solutions and 
group work spaces, it is a good idea to provide an option 
to adjust the intensity of light to ensure that the spaces 
meet different needs as well as possible.

Sound conditions and acoustics

The sound conditions in an office working environment 
form a whole that is influenced by the premises, their 
acoustic properties and the users’ activities. The acoustic 
design of a working environment is divided into room 
acoustics, soundproofing and noise control. The design 
and implementation must pay attention to the different 
areas as a whole and comply with the regulations and 
guidelines set for acoustics.14 

Office spaces must have sound conditions that ensure 
that the space promotes working. The most important 
acoustic criterion for an open-plan office space is ap-
propriate room acoustics. According to studies, those 
using these kinds of spaces find the speech not related 
to their work task as most disturbing. Indeed, the key 
objective of room acoustic design is to reduce speech 
sounds, in other words to improve the so-called speech 
privacy. This requires the use of soundproofing materi-
als, screens and spatial dividers in space planning and, 
if necessary, using auditory masking to cover the speech 
in the work space. In multi-space offices, the room 
acoustics of open working areas should be designed ac-
cording to the need for speech privacy.

In addition to acoustics, employees’ behaviour and op-
erating models have a significant impact on the sound 
conditions in the office work environment and how 
people experience these. The workplace should promote 
behavioural models and practices that support an un-
disturbed sound environment. 

Indoor air quality

Several factors affect indoor air quality, including the 
materials used in construction, moisture and dust con-
trol during construction, and ventilation Poor indoor air 
quality can cause various health hazards that may be 
connected with musty air, odours or draft. These haz-
ards related to indoor air quality have been observed to 
affect people's comfort and work efficiency. 

Good indoor air is guaranteed when the building is 
designed, at which point different selections on ma-
terials are made. In the construction phase, particular 
attention should be paid to the prevention of moisture 
and dust management. Information on the design and 
implementation of good indoor air can be found, for 
example, in the indoor climatic classification updated 
in 2018.

Safety at work

According to the Occupational Safety and Health Act 
(738/2002), the employer is responsible for the safety 
and health of employees at work. Employees are obliged 
to comply with the employer's instructions and also to 
take care of their own safety and the safety of others 
when performing their tasks and to report any safety 
deficits that come to their attention.15 

Occupational safety is related to all activities at the 
workplace and therefore all possible harmful factors in 
the work environment must be taken into account. A 
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safe work environment has been designed to support 
the performed work.  The principle of priority should 
be always followed in ensuring safety at work. Based on 
the principle, the primary aim is to prevent any hazard-
ous and harmful factors.

A working environment with safe working spaces is 
clean, provides appropriate places for storing necessary 
items and has workplace structures that do not cause 
harm to workers, for example due to chemical or bio-
logical exposure agents. The tools used at work are suit-
able for the tasks at hand, and ergonomics have been 
taken into account in all tasks.

In developing a safe working environment, an open 
safety culture plays a key role, which involves open dis-
cussion on risk factors and how to prevent them.

Occupational health and ergonomics

Wellbeing at work is influenced by physical, organisa-
tional and cognitive factors. Physical ergonomics re-
fers to adapting physical activity to human anatomical 
and physiological characteristics. Organisational ergo-
nomics focus on how work is organised and planned. 
.16 Cognitive ergonomics means reconciling work and 
tools, environments and methods with people’s capabil-
ities and limitations related to processing information.

Expert work is challenged by continuous interruptions 
at work, instant messaging applications, e-mails and 
social media. In addition to interruptions, the sounds 
and movements in the working environment draw at-
tention away from work and make it more difficult to 
concentrate. Factors that burden cognitive ergonomics 
must be identified, assessed and resolved, for example, 
by space design, the number of programmes used or the 
common rules of the office.
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Good physical ergonomics start with an ergonomically 
correct work position and tools and equipment suitable 
for the task. Workstation features, such as work position 
and lighting, should be customisable so that the work-
station can be modified during the working day. Spend-
ing a long time in a single position causes unbalanced 
fatigue and burden on the body. Good space planning 
also encourages physical activity.

3.3 Model for designing 
working environments 
The process of designing working environments has 
been modelled in the diagram on the right, which also 
shows the participation of different agents in the differ-
ent stages of the process. Engaging employees and open 
and active communications are a key part of the process 
of designing working environments.

Preparatory work
First, the goals of the design process are determined and 
the progress of the project is planned. The starting point 
for identifying needs is the content of the work and 
work processes to create the best conditions for work 
in the new working environment. Needs and wishes are 
heard by involving employees throughout the planning 
process. A large number of different tasks and wishes 
can be managed using different user profiles.

Designing and implementation planning
Providing employees and others using the working en-
vironment with opportunities to influence the design 
work increases their commitment. Designing spaces to 
be as flexible as possible also enables enhancing their 
functionality based on feedback and gathered experi-
ences, even after implementation. 
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Implementation
A project plan is drawn up for the implementation of 
new workspaces and instructions on using the facilities, 
a so-called user manual, are prepared. The manual con-
tains the code of conduct and rules for the space. The 
introduction of the new premises requires training and 
familiarisation with facilities, tools and equipment for 
those using the spaces. 

Further development
After implementation, there is dialogue between the 
different levels of the organisation and feedback is col-
lected. Any spaces and features that need more devel-
opment are improved based obtained feedback and user 
experiences. 
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4

4 Continuous 
development model
The model created for identifying development targets 
related to work and the working environment illustrates 
the role of different agents in identifying development 
measures and driving them forward. The model illus-
trates the role of different organisational levels in iden-
tifying development measures related to work content 
and the working environment and proceeding with 
them. The idea is that issues at different levels related to 
the planning of work and designing working environ-
ments move to both directions in the organisation and 
any observations made are documented.

An identified development measure may be, for exam-
ple, an idea for improving an individual work task that 
has emerged at the operational level, the inefficiency of 
a process detected at the tactical level or a wider need 
for competence identified at the strategic level.

Many factors affect the operating environment of an 
organisation. Different measures and tools are availa-
ble for identifying them. SWOT analysis can be used 
from the perspective of responding to external threats 
(T) and making use of opportunities (O), and from the 
viewpoints of developing internal weaknesses (W) and 
supporting strengths (S).

We want to use this handbook to encourage a culture of 
rapid experimentation at workplaces. Everyone work-
ing in the organisation participates in making obser-
vations on development needs. Solutions for identified 
needs are sought by testing and modelling. A rapid ex-
periment initially started on a small scale can later be 
expanded into a pilot project.
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The PDCA model (plan, do, check, act), which is in 
line with the Lean ideology and which we have applied 
to this handbook as a continuous development model, 
supports making progress related to the identified de-
velopment needs.

The continuous development model (p. 18) starts from 
a situation where the organisation has identified a need 
to change or develop something related to work or the 
working environment. The change and its implementa-
tion are managed throughout the process and through 
a clear division of responsibilities. The following phase 
involves planning different organisational levels, which 
includes the measures needed to implement changes 
and determining how the experimentation of the meas-
ures will be organised. Indicators used to measure the 
success of the experiment are determined, and can in-
clude: 

• Hard indicators: workload, quality of work, effi-
ciency, time, other use and loss of resources, billing 
rate, customer satisfaction, need for work manage-
ment, etc.

• Soft indicators: employee satisfaction, function-
ality, comfort, safety, health, motivation, personal 
initiative, etc.

The aim of the experiment is to receive quick feedback 
on what was found to work well in the experiment and 
what should be further developed. If the experiment is 
successful based on the set goals, the lessons learned 
from it can be put into practice, and information and 
instructions on it can be provided in the organisation. If 
there is a need for further development, a new experi-
mentation round is carried out using the process, mod-
ifying the content of the experiment. The organisation 
can carry out as many rounds as needed. 

The development process can result in, for example, re-
organisation of tasks, improvement of a task or process, 
or something new and innovative that leads to brand 
new activities. 
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5

5 Diverse 
work and various 
working environments
Work and the working environment are designed, but 
how? We interviewed five different organisations oper-
ating in the public and private sectors and found that 
the planning of work and designing working environ-
ments is perceived in very different ways – some do it 
while others do not. 

Everyone contributes to planning work

In organisations, several different people are usually in-
volved in planning work. Planning at the strategic level 
often belongs to HR management, which prepares per-
sonnel plans, assesses future competence and resource 
needs, recruits employees, manages administrative and 
statutory issues, and supports managers. 

However, the responsibility for planning work is quick 
to fall on managers and employees themselves. Many 
organisations find that those working as experts and in 
offices plan their work at their own initiative.

“Within the work community, people plan their work in a 
very self-directed manner on the day-to-day basis. Every-
one also plans their own work.”

Many of the organisations interviewed for this docu-
ment feel that experts have the best idea of how and 
when tasks should be performed. For those working in 
an expert position, tasks can be assigned by several dif-
ferent persons, which emphasises the employee’s abili-
ty to manage both their own work and their workload. 
Employees themselves are often the only people who 
have an overall picture of their work tasks.
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Several larger organisations use a job description bank, 
which includes information about each person’s tasks 
at the beginning of their employment relationship. In 
some organisations, new employees fill out an assess-
ment form on the degree of difficulty of their task at 
the beginning of the employment relationship. How-
ever, the job description bank and the form have a lim-
ited role as tools that support and guide the planning 
of work. Continuous planning and monitoring of work 
often relies on development discussions, annual job sat-
isfaction surveys and interaction with the supervisor.

“Everyone does their work as they best see fit.”

Spaces for different kinds of work and working modes

In recent years, different multi-space offices and open-
plan office spaces have become increasingly common in 
office premises. The space solutions have often aimed to 
increase flexibility, make cost savings, reduce the car-
bon footprint and improve competitiveness, while in-
creasing interaction and comfort and polishing the em-
ployer's image. The majority of experts and knowledge 
workers in the interviewed organisations also work in 
premises following the current trend.

Multi-purpose spaces have different facilities for differ-
ent types of work, which employees feel support their 
work. Different zones and areas intended for work re-
quiring concentration or working in a group have been 
created in the spaces. The spaces have been designed 
based on user profiles related to working. The user pro-
files have identified an anchor working mainly in one 
place in the office, a local mover spending time in the 
property and a mover spending most of their time in 
meetings outside the office facility. 

The facility design process has involved a varying de-
gree of consulting and engaging employees. Some or-

ganisations had created their space concept in a close 
collaboration with their staff, but in some processes, 
cooperation had been limited. Involving employees in 
the design process is essential not only for ensuring a 
functional and comfortable outcome, but also from the 
perspective of employee commitment. When employ-
ees have been consulted through the planning process-
es, they are also more likely to have a sense of ownership 
of the space and find spending time at the workplace 
more enjoyable. 

The introduction of a new space and the subsequent 
follow-up are an essential part of the facility design 
process. Adequate instructions and training on the use 
of the premises as well as preparing ground rules are 
considered essential for the successful use of a facility 
solution.

However, there is still a lot of work to be done in tra-
ditional office environments alongside shiny and new 
multi-space offices. Of the companies interviewed, par-
ticularly smaller organisations invest much less in the 
working environment and related design work. In such 
cases, the organisation’s operations are more likely to 
adapt to the premises rather than the other way around.

More systematic planning and design

Preventive and systematic planning of work requires 
common practices and operating approaches as well as 
resources for planning work. The general policies de-
fined by the organisation for designing working envi-
ronments would improve equality and lay the founda-
tion for continuous planning. 

Planning and designing is done for employees. Em-
ployees who are feeling well and enjoy their work are 
more productive and committed to their work, which is 
very important to the organisation.
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6

6 The age of remote 
work
In spring 2020, the coronavirus pandemic revolution-
ised the ways people work around the globe. Those in 
expert positions could transition to remote work rela-
tively easily as their work is independent of place. Based 
on the “Miten Suomi voi?” (‘How is Finland doing?’) 
conducted by the Finnish Institute of Occupational 
Health, the occupational wellbeing of Finns developed 
moderately positively during the coronavirus outbreak 
of spring 2020. There was an increase in work engage-
ment and a decline in chronic fatigue, which is a key 
symptom of job burnout.

The respondents had a dual view of remote work. Some 
of the employees had a positive experience of remote 
work as it meant saving time previously spent on com-
muting, and increased concentration and flexibility. 
Some felt bored and were generally dissatisfied with 
remote work. As schools were closed during the spring, 
the presence of family at home and lack of a work space 
also caused additional burden to some employees work-
ing remotely.18  

Work planning reduces excessive workloads, particu-
larly in remote work

Remote work is flexible work based on voluntariness 
and agreed rules that is done outside the actual work-
place indicated by the employer. Laws on work agree-
ments, working hours and safety at work lay the statu-
tory foundation for remote work. 

Under valid legislation, the employer is responsible for 
ensuring the safety and health of the used working ap-
proaches. In principle, remote work is covered by the 
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Working Time Act and requires monitoring of working 
hours. The length of working days provides one indi-
cator that can be used to prevent excessive workloads. 
In the context of remote work, the employer must en-
sure, together with the employee, that work is running 
without disturbances, safely and ergonomically. The 
employer must also monitor factors causing excessive 
workloads. 

Remote work emphasises employees responsibility for 
their own well-being, including making work arrange-
ments and taking a sufficient number of breaks. Antic-
ipation and planning increase wellbeing and productiv-
ity. Employees must be able to lead their own work and 
examine their working approaches critically in order to 
improve them and prevent stress factors. Occupational 
health care provides proficient help in risk management. 
Once the work content and process has been described, 
the steps it takes to carry out work are reduced consid-
erably. A failure to describe work content and process 
causes organisational stress to employees.

The future of workspaces
The diversification of the places where people work has 
been a persisting trend in knowledge and expert work. 
Even though people work at home, in means of trans-
port, cafés and their clients’ premises, work spaces will 
continue to serve as an important core of information 
flow and interactions, bringing people together.20  

The original idea of open-plan offices was to break walls 
between employees. The idea can be considered to have 
reached its peak with Facebook's 40,278-square-metre 
open-plan office in California.21  In the post-corona-
virus era, organisations may aim to move away from 
open spaces to more closed and private facilities, and 
are likely to pay more attention to health and hygiene 
aspects.22  

More than half of the working hours of knowledge 
workers are spent on cooperation, meetings and com-
munication through different applications. These con-
stant communications must be offset by an opportunity 
for withdrawal and silence. Employers can promote 
finding a rhythm and balance in workdays by provid-
ing operating models, tools and technology as well as 
strengthening a management culture that ensures that 
employees do not always have to be available and con-
nected to others.23

In a news article in the Helsingin Sanomat newspa-
per, the managing director of the real estate consultancy 
company JJL’s Finnish office notes that the coronavirus 
pandemic will intensify the previous trend of multi-lo-
cal working. In the future, increasingly few people will 
have a designated workstation. This development would 
at least lead to a reduction in the surface area of office 
workspaces.24  

While the coronavirus pandemic can change the design 
of workspaces, the digitalisation of working approaches 
and tools will also change the working environment. 

A dynamic workplace or hybrid office is based on the 
logic that fewer employees will be at the workplace 
every day, which makes it possible to create more flexi-
ble workspaces. Isolated boots and conference facilities 
and café-like networking spaces will persist, but a dy-
namic office must be a place where people like to go.25 
A director responsible for developing Martela's work-
ing environments believes that, in the future, we will 
no longer talk about workstations but rather a sufficient 
number of different facilities. 

"Hybrid offices are comfortable places that promote en-
counters and focusing. The space is divided in a way that 
provides people with freedom of choice instead of a single, 
permanent workstation.” 26 

1. Write down the general work task requirements 
determined by the organisation and identified 
stress factors harmful to health.

2. Together with the employee, consider the re-
quirements set by individual tasks and the 
stress factors harmful to health as well as the 
employee’s abilities and tools available for 
managing the factors. 

3. The starting point for designing working envi-
ronments is the work carried out in the prem-
ises. Describe the work processes and first list 
the requirements set by different tasks for the 
work environment.

4. Prepare a working environment design process 
by making use of the model on page 14.

5. When designing the work environment, take 
into account the different aspects of ergonom-
ics and health-related factors of the working 
environment.

6. Support an open discussion and feedback cul-
ture at your organisation, which can be used to 
develop work and joint activities, and the work-
ing environment.

7. Promote rapid experimentation for testing new 
operating models at the organisation. Integrate 
the continuous development model into the or-
ganisation’s development activities. 

8. Design your work environments to be flexible to 
changes so that you can customize the spaces 
cost-effectively, also after they have been in-
troduced to use.

9. Take into account the planning of the work and 
the work environment also when working out-
side the workplace. 

10. Engage in regular dialogue with employees on 
their feelings and expectations, document the 
discussions.

SOME ISSUES TO REMEMBER
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