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Getting the basic change 
communications right is crucial, but, 
more widely, the process provides 
a surprisingly rich opportunity 
to energise your people, re-
establish broken links and generally 
consolidate the business-to-employee 
relationship.  

However, property changes, 
whatever the scale or scope, come 
with a certain amount of embedded 
complexity, and in dealing with this, 
communications and engagement 
can often become sidelined. Yet the 
people at the heart of all of this – 
those occupying the space – are 
the most important element in the 
whole exercise. Talking to them, 
establishing a dialogue, listening hard 
to what they say and responding 
positively to their concerns is a 
critical-path issue. It’s every bit as 
important as getting your deliveries 
and trades on site at the right time.  

It makes sense from a project 
perspective. Projects come with 
programmes and penalties – 
delivering to one and avoiding the 
other is a fundamental success 
criteria. Having that core group of 
stakeholders supporting the project 
in an effective partnership with 
the delivery team is a powerful 
combination.   

It makes sense from an investment 
perspective. Any development to 
your estate is likely to be capital 

intensive – to a greater or lesser 
degree – so achieving an optimal 
property solution is crucial. Working 
in collaboration with your employees, 
or other space occupiers, will help 
to crystalise what that solution 
really looks like: how flexible it is in 
responding to the multiple needs of 
the users and business units; and 
ultimately, how resilient it is to long-
term business changes and what the 
users are likely to expect from the 
facilities going forward. 

And it makes sense from a 
relationship perspective. There is 
a strong non-financial business-
case benefit to be accrued from 
actively engaging with employees 
during times of change – not just 
to help deliver the project, but post 
transformation as well. 

At some point or another we will all 
be a witness to business change, 
rather than an instigator of it. To be 
included, as opposed to being a by-
stander with little chance to influence 
it, gives us a sense of place in the 
process. Realistically, no change 
effort is going to be able to please all 
of the people all of the time – some 
will always be disgruntled – but for 
most, if they can see that they are 
being brought into the conversation; 
if they are being informed and 
consulted; and most importantly, 
if they are being listened to and 
understood, that will count for a 
great deal. 

Simon Taylor is Telereal Trillium’s 
property strategy director. He and 
his team provide services to BT, and 
have responsibility for supporting the 
development of the overall group 
property strategy throughout the UK 
and Ireland. 

Moving employees out of their familiar routines and spaces 
during a property change – whether that be a refurbishment, a 
consolidation or a relocation – can provoke anything from relief 
to rebellion. Trying to accurately predict how people will react is 
near on impossible. However, one thing is certain: if you fail to 
successfully connect with them, your supporters will waver and 
your detractors will see it as further evidence of flawed thinking. 



property is your biggest 
brand asset and an important 
communications channel. 

Using property as a successful 
change tool is not necessarily 
dependent on a move. A refresh, 
refurbishment or consolidation are all 
equally capable of signalling a new 
departure. What’s important is to 
position the property change as part 
of an overall business change and 
make it core to the business plan. 

Property changes are not just about 
acquiring more space for more 
employees, or indeed reducing 
it to reflect changes in working 
practices. There’s a whole host of 
other reasons for being strategic with 
the estate – moving closer to key 
clients, reflecting a move towards 
different markets, a change of ‘voice’, 
strengthening the relationship with 
employees, and so on. This is why 
the change needs to be integral to 
the plan. A building is not just a 
piece of real estate; it’s a powerful 
transformation tool. 

With this in mind, the property team 
needs business ties at a corporate 
level not only to understand the 
business aims and overall strategy, 
but also to get an insight into the 
competition and what they are doing 
on property matters. Similarly, it’s 
important to understand what clients 
might think. 

2March 2013

Property as a transformation 
tool

However robust these points, though, 
there is another important driver for 
planned and effective engagement. 
It revolves around how your property 
assets can help drive business 
change. 

The basic premise is this.

• Property is a catalyst for change 
when times are good and when 
they are less good, in recession, 
for example.

• Property can provide cohesion 
when there are diverse interests, 
such as choices around location, 
quality, space budgets and 
affordability.

• Property is an indicator to your 
competitors, clients, employees 
and others, as to how you see 
your place in the market (bearing 
in mind that both gearing up 
and down can be positive signals 
depending on the market and 
what you are trying to say).

• In knowledge-based businesses, 
apart from your employees, 

The team also needs to have contact 
at a business unit level, to learn 
more about how they operate; what 
opportunities there are to implement 
new ways of working; and what their 
challenges, constraints, enablers and 
the key influencers are.

Equally, property can’t succeed alone. 
It needs the business to become 
more familiar with it and what it 
has to offer, over and above its core 
purpose of accommodating people.  
Importantly, it needs the support 
not only of the front-line business 
functions, but the main corporate 
operations as well, such as HR, IT 
and finance.

So if you accept this premise, where 
property becomes a much more 
strategic business tool, then getting 
the communications and engagement 
right becomes even more important. 

Successful stakeholder 
engagement

At the end of the day, it’s all down 
to how effective you are at creating 
a dialogue and getting the basic 
principles right. There are a number 
of key steps.

• Understand and act on the three 
main components of an effective 
end-to-end communications 
project:
 - Communications insight 

(research and development, 
understanding business 
and property strategies and 
objectives)

 - Communications planning 
(strategy, mapping, 
messaging, programming, 
branding, tactics, defining the 
journey and the experience)

       End-to-end 
communications planning 
that has buy-in from the 
top of the business is 
pivotal to the successful 
delivery of complex property 
transformations.

“
”
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 - Communications delivery 
(executing the plan, channel 
management, reviewing, 
responding, measuring).

• Establish a programme control 
board.

• Get access to the key players - 
the board, senior directors, and 
senior and middle managers.
 - Buy-in and leadership from 

the top of the business are 
crucial.

 - Engage with the middle 
managers who run the 
operations, who have targets 
to hit and people to manage. 
This group is particularly 
important because they have 
downward pressures on them 
from more senior managers, 
and bottom-up pressure 
from their operational teams. 
They are pivotal in the 
transformation process so 
understanding their context 
and concerns is vital, as 
is the need to have them 
understand the strategy and 
objectives.

• Establish clear ownership and 
responsibilities.

• Build in sufficient resource. 
 - It’s not enough to have an 

imaginative and engaging 
plan. You have to have the 
people to deliver it. You 
can only rely so much on 
managers – their main focus 
is delivering the numbers and 
keeping the business going.

 - The property team (including 
internal and external 
suppliers) also needs to 
commit resource and work to 
demonstrate an asset’s value 

to the business in terms of 
improving the effectiveness 
of its operations. 

 - Secure the support of 
change agents – a volunteer 
network helping to deliver the 
engagement process on the 
ground.  

• Embed the engagement plan into 
project management governance 
to ensure it is integrated with the 
main programme.

• Do the big things as well as 
the little things: everything 
from regular project progress  
briefings via email and 
noticeboards, responding rapidly 
to FAQs, and dial-in conference 
bridges, to team meetings, site 
surgeries, ‘town hall’ sessions, 
exhibitions and offering people 
direct involvement in the fine 
detail such as colour schemes 
and furniture solutions.

• Remember that every situation 
is unique and so needs a unique 
response – what was relevant 

and effective for one change 
scenario doesn’t necessarily 
mean it will be so for another. 

In a fast-moving property 
transformation, the communications 
and engagement model must 
translate on the ground into a 
dynamic exercise that has the 
backbone to be able to play its full 
part in delivering the business and 
property strategies, but also the 
flexibility to accommodate all the 
unexpected twists and turns the 
programme will take as it evolves.

So in summary, an effective 
communications and engagement 
plan is a key enabler to the 
successful delivery of property 
transformation. It ensures that all 
of the financial and non-financial 
benefits are fully leveraged. It might 
be asset based, but in reality, a 
successful transformation of this 
nature is a people process, not a 
property process.

Fig. 1 - End-to-end communications planning that has buy-in from the top of the business is 
pivotal to the successful delivery of complex property transformations.
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