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ABSTRACT 
Through benchmarking, organisations can discover business insights and turn data into 
actionable outcomes to increase business performance. This study looks into the experience of 
corporate real estate (CRE) organisations with workplace benchmarking, aiming to better 
understand the current benchmarking practice and the benchmarking demands of organisations 
with large corporate real estate portfolios. In this qualitative explorative study, we conducted 
10 semi-structured interviews with CRE and workplace managers, and one group interview 
with four CRE and workplace management consultants from Switzerland and Germany. Most 
participants work in large national organisations (n=2) or at multinationals (n=8) and represent 
various industries, including pharmaceuticals, consulting, software, telecommunications, 
transportation, banking and insurance. Data was analysed through thematic coding. We 
uncovered some underlying themes that describe the current practice and the demands for 
workplace benchmarking of CRE organisations. We identified three key aspects: 1) added 
value of benchmarking (“workplace benchmarking: part of the raison d'être of CREM”), 2) 
barriers for benchmarking implementation (“lack of systematic methods”, “missing 
standardisation, comparability, uniformity”, “different standards for data quality”, “measuring 
remains a challenge”, “passive use of data”), and 3) benchmarking demands (“need for 
holistic benchmarking”). This study showed that although it is recognized that benchmarking 
is valuable to give insights into the effectiveness of the strategy, organisations struggle with 
the implementation, due to missing standardisation and the lack of systematic methods. These 
findings can inform the development of CRE benchmarking solutions regarding industry 
demands, especially for the creation of workplace benchmarking tools. Additionally, this study 
investigated the benchmarking practice and demands of CRE organisations during the 
transition from “home-office mandates” to “return to the office”, triggered by the COVID 
pandemic around summer 2021, giving insights into how CRE organisations have been using 
data and benchmarking to support the decision to optimise their workplace strategies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
As part of a research project on workplace benchmarking, we conducted a qualitative interview 
study, where we asked corporate real estate practitioners and real estate and workplace 
consultants about their experience with workplace benchmarking. Our research aim was to 
better understand the current benchmarking practice and the benchmarking demands of 
organisations with large real estate portfolios. The interview study took place in summer 2021 
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and is part of a larger research and development project that seeks to develop a standardised 
methodology and the tools to gather and analyse workplace benchmarking data, to measure 
workplace performance.  
 
2 THEORY 
Over the last few years, companies have increasingly transitioned to new working practices 
supported by innovative workplace concepts (Riratanaphong and van der Voordt, 2015). This 
has sparked an interest in the added value of the workplace for businesses (Petrulaitiene and 
Jylhä, 2015; Riratanaphong and van der Voordt, 2015). At the same time, the increasing 
pressure to efficiently use space, which can be the second highest cost factor for organisations 
(Commission for Architecture & the Built Environment, 2005; Steiner, 2006; Miller et al., 
2014), motivates executive management to demand specific metrics to measure this added 
value (Jones Lang LaSalle, 2019). Yet, measuring the added value and impact of facilities on 
the business can be a challenge. Several authors (e.g., Riratanaphong et al., 2012; Jensen and 
van der Voordt, 2016; van der Voordt and Jensen, 2018) have studied the phenomena and 
focused on defining the added value of Facility Management (FM) and Corporate Real Estate 
(CRE) for organisations, with emphasis on work environments and on identifying value-adding 
parameters in buildings. They focus on the extent to which buildings, facilities and services are 
aligned with organisational needs. Building on this, Hoendervanger et al. (2016) identified 
interventions, tools and indicators to measure the added value of these building parameters. 
Riratanaphong and van der Voordt (2015) presented a study on the added value of workplaces 
and instruments to measure its performance, and found that organisations did not implement 
performance measurement systems due to poor practical applicability, although the 
organisations have a certain awareness of which performance criteria to measure. The authors 
recommend benchmarking as an approach for performance measurement. Similarly, 
benchmarking is considered a relevant instrument for quality measurement and performance 
improvement for Corporate Real Estate Management (CREM) (e.g., Jensen and van der 
Voordt, 2017; van der Voordt and Jensen, 2018). Measuring the added value of the workplace 
can entail measuring the quality of office environments through the integration of data from 
the building, the users (e.g., behaviour, assessments, and outcomes like health and 
productivity), and the operative building management processes. Also, the impact of the 
workplace on employee performance, work/life balance and employee retention are acquiring 
more attention, as drivers of workspace innovation are drifting from cost centric approaches to 
user-centred outcomes (Creighton, 2014, as cited in Kämpf-Dern & Konkol, 2017). This 
increases the focus on the impact of the workplace on employee satisfaction, talent attraction 
and retention and drives the need for workplace performance measurement. Furthermore, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way offices are used, the location of work (Naor et al., 
2021), and increased the need for measuring workplace impact. Yet methodological challenges 
remain, and organisations lack guidance for implementing measurement solutions. Støre-Valen 
and Lohne (2016) identified methods to assess building performance and found these methods 
had a limited scope as they focused only on one aspect of the building. Also, Tagliaro (2018a) 
proposed a system of performance indicators for strategic design, management and use of 
offices, highlighting the need for frameworks to align the functional areas related to workplace 
performance (Tagliaro, 2018b). Zhou et al. (2019) and Tagliaro et al. (2021) also found gaps 
in the methods used to collect space utilisation data, indicating the need for guidelines for 
workplace data collection. Benchmarking, as a process that seeks to establish the potential for 
improvement in an organisation through systematic performance comparison across peers and 
industries (European Committee for Standardisation, 2012), enables organisations to discover 
business insights and turn data into actionable outcomes to increase performance. 
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Benchmarking helps organisations discover best practices set in the context of their business 
environment and gives them orientation of where the market is heading to, helping them 
identify levers to optimise their business practices.  In this sense, workplace benchmarking can 
be an alternative to provide reference indicators of how different office concepts function in 
practice and deliver measures of the impact of the workplace on the business and optimization 
possibilities. Yet for a long time, practical applications of workplace benchmarking have been 
limited to financial and space indicators (Massheder and Finch, 1998, as cited by Stoy & 
Kytzia, 2005, p. 19), leading to efficiency driven decision making, without focusing on the 
human-centric approach needed for the high performing workplace (e.g., Kämpf-Dern and 
Konkol, 2017). The development of benchmarking has been hindered by multiple factors such 
as lack of resources, lack of technical knowledge in planning benchmarking projects, 
benchmarking partners, lack of understanding of benchmarking, management commitment and 
fear of sharing information are barriers to implementing benchmarking (Adebanjo et al., 2010). 
Yet, in the last decade, new multidimensional approaches to measure and benchmark 
workplace performance are emerging. Customer and end-user related measurements have been 
given more importance: for example, indicators of satisfaction, quality and effectiveness of 
service delivery in the workplace were suggested as possible end-user related measurements to 
monitor (Shamma and Hassan, 2013). Van der Voordt and Jensen (2017) also proposed 
measuring spatial and cost factors in combination with employee outcomes and design features 
of the office space.  Kämpf-Dern and Konkol  (2017) suggested integrating organisational 
factors (e.g. human resources, strategic goals, change factors) together with company specific 
performance-based actions to create high performing workplaces, and indicated the need for 
performance evaluation systems with context and organisation specific performance 
parameters. Furthermore, a continuous process that demands monitoring and optimization of 
the workplace performance can ensure a high performing office environment, which is why 
benchmarking can be an integral part of the corporate workplace strategy (Kämpf-Dern and 
Konkol, 2017). This evidence indicates that a holistic benchmarking solution is required. 
 
3 METHODOLOGY 
To profile the benchmarking demands and practice within the companies, we conducted ten 
semi-structured interviews with CRE and workplace management practitioners, and one group 
interview with four real estate and workplace management consultants. 
3.1 Participants 
A total of ten participants participated in individual interviews. Most participants work in large 
organisations, either at a national level (n=2) or at a multinational level (n=8); they represent 
different industries, including pharmaceuticals (n=3), banking and insurance (n=2), consulting 
(n=2), transportation (n=1), software development and telecommunications (n=2). Eight 
participants are based in Switzerland, one in Germany, and one in the USA. Five participants 
work in workplace management and four participants work in real estate management. Only 
one participant works in data management. Four real estate and workplace management 
consultants are from Switzerland (n=3) and Germany (n=1) and participated in one group 
interview. 
3.2 Data collection 
Participants were recruited through purposive sampling (Battaglia, 2008). An email invitation 
and a project information flyer were sent to 20 experts, out of which we recruited ten 
participants. The interviews were semi-structured following a predefined interview guideline, 
but follow-up questions were asked if the interviewee mentioned relevant information for the 
research. The interview had two parts: general aspects of benchmarking and relevance of the 
KPIs developed in the project. Definition and description of KPIs were provided to participants 
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before conducting the interview. Each participant had an individual interview in German (n=9) 
or English (n=1), conducted online (via ZOOM and MS-Teams) between July and August 2021 
by the two authors. The interviews were recorded via video format and lasted from 50 minutes 
to one hour. Participants of the group interview were recruited by the industry partner. To 
determine consultants’ perspectives about workplace benchmarking, participants were asked 
for their opinions on drivers and barriers of benchmarking, benchmarking in the consulting 
process, approaches to benchmarking and KPIs. The group interview was conducted online 
(via MS-Teams) in September 2021 and lasted two hours. The digital white board Miro was 
used as a tool for the group interview; participants could add notes to each discussion topic 
directly on the online board. Each discussion topic lasted between 5-15minutes. The group 
interview was protocolled through concurrent note taking by an observing member of the 
project team and documented as an interview protocol together with the notes from participants 
in the digital white board. All quotes not originally in English have been translated by the 
authors. 
3.3 Data analysis 
The 10 interviews were selectively transcribed (not verbatim transcriptions; Azevedo et al., 
2017; Altheide et al., 2003) and summarised in interview notes. Thematic analysis was used to 
identify patterns (themes) in the data, following step 1 to 5 of the framework by Braun and 
Clarke (2006). Both authors individually read the interview notes and generated initial codes 
of the selectively transcribed data. Then they identified the emerging themes by collating 
common codes across participants. After each step, a discussion between the two authors was 
conducted to resolve any interpretative differences. Finally, prevailing themes were compiled 
into a matrix. Codes from the group interview were added into the matrix by one author. All 
quotes not originally in English, have been translated by the authors. 
 
4 RESULTS 
We uncovered seven underlying themes that describe the current practice and the demands for 
workplace benchmarking of CREM organisations, that can be grouped into three key groups: 
1) added value of benchmarking (“workplace benchmarking: part of the raison d'être of 
CREM”), 2) barriers for benchmarking implementation (“lack of systematic methods”, 
“missing standardisation, comparability, uniformity”, “different standards for data quality”, 
“measuring remains a challenge”, “passive use of data”), and 3) benchmarking demands 
(“need for holistic benchmarking”). The study showed that although the added value of 
benchmarking for the business is widely recognized, organisations struggle with the 
implementation of benchmarking, due to missing standardisation and the lack of systematic 
methods. 
1. Workplace Benchmarking: part of the raison d'être of CRE. Benchmarking is 
recognized as a method to generate value for the core business and the office users. “[Our 
driver] is to influence the performance of the business with the workplace” (Participant 5, 
Pharma); “[Our driver] is to generate added value for the core business” (Participant 6, 
Pharma). Benchmarking helps CRE units to define the value of their function for the 
organisation and helps them provide arguments to the general management for decision making 
about the real estate portfolio. Benchmarking and the data behind it have been defined as the 
raison d'être of CRE as it provides valuable information about the portfolio and the 
effectiveness of the current strategy. “Benchmarking is part of our reason for existing” 
(Participant 3, Telecom); “We need benchmarking to deliver arguments to the management” 
(Participant 4, Transportation); “We need to deliver arguments to management to demonstrate 
why we need the space resources” (Participant 7, Pharma); “[Benchmarking] is not a priority 
because we want it, it is a basic principle to continue being relevant” (Participant 10, Software). 
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Concretely, participants reported that they need to gain insights on user satisfaction and 
measurements about the efficiency of their portfolios. Additionally, the disruption caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic generated large management attention on workplace metrics. The 
need to optimise utilisation of the office space and support the new needs of workers has gained 
increased importance, which drives CRE to turn to benchmarking to support decision making. 
The results showed the complexity of implementing benchmarking is a common challenge for 
all participants. Moreover, some participants indicated data security, and data transparency as 
a challenge. Theme two to six give a deeper dive into the barriers that hinder the adoption of 
benchmarking, showing that these relate to the conceptual approach to structure benchmarks 
and to the methods and tools used for collecting and processing data. 
2. Lack of Systematic Methods. Participants emphasised the lack of systematic benchmarking 
solutions. Most of them reported that they do not follow any concrete approach to 
benchmarking: “We do internal benchmarking. Although we don’t do it systematically and it 
is not coordinated globally” (Participant 2, Consulting). The benchmarking practice in the 
organisations of the participants has mostly grown organically and follows internally 
developed concepts for data aggregation. Most organisations also rely on internally developed 
tools, which makes the comparison across external peers challenging. “[We don’t have…] any 
systematic methods, but we have an excel based cockpit” (Participant 8, Insurance); “[The 
method for benchmarking is] our own creation based on Excel” (Participant 4, Transportation); 
“There are not the right tools available.” (Participant 1, Banking). Additionally, participants 
reported the industry is lacking standards on how to consolidate the volume of data, how to 
aggregate the diverse sources and types of data and transfer this information into relevant 
business insights to optimise the portfolio. 
3. Missing Standardisation, Comparability, Uniformity. At the core of benchmarking lies 
comparison, for which the comparability of peers is essential to any benchmarking system. The 
lack of standardisation, comparability, and uniformity of the measurements was highlighted by 
the participants as one of the biggest challenges for the implementation of benchmarking. They 
specified that missing standards result in big variation in choice and calculation approaches for 
metrics, variations in measurement practice across regions and inconsistencies in how 
organisations define the variables to be measured. Participants reported the need for 
standardisation, not only to enable quantitative comparisons, but also to enable the comparison 
of qualitative factors to set the data in context. “[Our demand is] to be uniform and 
standardised, so that the comparison is possible” (Participant 8, Insurance); “[Our demand is] 
to be qualitatively comparable. That means that the context factors should be similar” 
(Participant 3, Telecom); “You can’t know if you are the best without external benchmarks. 
But the benchmarks are not comparable” (Participant 3, Telecom); “[It is a barrier] when data 
can’t be applied because everyone measures differently” (Participant 4, Transportation). 
4. Different Standards for Data Quality. The quality of current benchmarking approaches 
was questioned by the participants. They reported that overall, the quality of benchmarking is 
not good enough and that many benchmarking solutions are not well structured: “We have seen 
a lot, read a lot, and compared a lot, but those were not good experiences regarding quality. 
The topic is not structured enough to get good benchmarks” (Participant 3, Telecom). 
Additionally, many of the available data sources have varying and inconsistent accuracy levels 
which affect precision and quality of data. Besides, within the individual organisations, these 
demands for data quality are widely different as organisations value different levels of 
precision: “It is really ineffective because data quality is not same across companies” 
(Participant 5, Pharma). 
5. Measuring Remains a Challenge. Even though the technical possibilities for data collection 
are advancing, participants reported that measurement remains challenging, specifically, the 
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measurement of combined metrics (from the space utilisation, employee data and space design) 
to get insights, not only about the space, but also about the users. Most participants recognized 
the added value of such metrics, but they report that in order to combine qualitative and 
quantitative information about the portfolio which considers both the space and the users, new 
measurement approaches are required. “Building data is available almost to the minute but data 
from the users is only available with delay. In surveys a lot gets lost. The data have a different 
time horizon” (Participant 1, Banking); “Many things can influence a survey. There are too 
many questions and people burn out; surveys are too long” (Participant 5, Pharma); “There are 
links between these combined metrics, but it is hard to measure them. The influencing 
mechanisms are very subtle” (Participant 8, Insurance); “I don’t know any methods to measure 
this other than surveys. Space utilisation in combination with employee performance would be 
interesting” (Participant 7, Pharma). 
6. Passive Use of Data. Another challenge that surrounds benchmarking practice is turning 
data into actionable business insights. Most participants reported that they have measurement 
systems in place and actively collect data on their portfolios, nevertheless, the data is used 
passively, mostly ad-hoc, as organisations lack the resources to actively transfer data into 
actionable business knowledge. For example: “[The data] is available daily but no one is 
looking at it currently” (Participant 1, Banking). This turns benchmarking into a passive source 
of information that is not always acted upon: “We use benchmarking for information but not 
for direction” (Participant 5, Pharma). For this reason, organisations have not yet exploited the 
potential for benchmarking.  
7. Demand for New Solutions: Need for Holistic Benchmarking. Participants reported that 
the focus of their real estate related measurements is shifting from space efficiency to more 
user related measurements. Main topics that are gaining increased attention are user 
satisfaction, user performance (productivity), user health and wellbeing, talent retention and 
user experience: “It is becoming increasingly important what happens outside the Workplace 
Metrics” (Participant 6, Pharma); “As an organisation, we are in a shift: we don't care about 
space or workstations, we care about people” (Participant 10, Software). They report the trend 
is shifting to more integrated measurement solutions, especially in collaboration with other 
enabling business functions, like human resources and information technology: “If we link 
space quality and productivity and there is a correlation, the added value is very high” 
(Participant 3, Telecom); “I need to have the benchmark as information, how does the 
interaction work (with data from HR and IT, and feedback from everyone in the organisation)” 
(Participant 10, software). Participants reported the need for holistic benchmarking solutions 
that focus on combined metrics: “In the past everything was about cost per square metre, today 
everything is viewed more holistically” (Participant 6, Pharma); “The aim is to get out of the 
survey business and create more holistic metrics” (Participant 5, Pharma). They indicated 
single key indicators are not to derive actionable insights. They indicated the key is in the 
power of combined information. In conjunction with experience, knowledge and intuition, 
benchmarking is a valuable tool to show the direction in which the real estate portfolio is 
heading. 
 
5 DISCUSSION 
The results of our interview study are consistent with the discussion in the literature. The 
interest in measuring the added value of the workplace to the business (Petrulaitiene and Jylhä, 
2015; Riratanaphong and van der Voordt, 2015) is still an ongoing trend as our study showed 
that CRE units are continuously aiming to generate business impacts. Our study showed 
advancements regarding the scope of measurement, and that companies are willing to be more 
holistic about measuring and go beyond space and financial metrics and adopt a more user 
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centric approach to measure workplace performance, as suggested by Shamma and Hassan 
(2013), Kämpf-Dern and Konkol  (2017)  and  Van der Voordt and Jensen (2017). Nevertheless, 
the lack of adequate instruments (e.g., Riratanaphong and van der Voordt, 2015; Støre-Valen 
and Lohne, 2016, Zhou et al., 2019; Tagliaro et al. 2021) continues to challenge the 
implementation of benchmarking. Our findings suggest there is a disconnection between the 
perceived importance of benchmarking and the actual business practices to implement it. The 
timing of this study (i.e., with ongoing remote work mandates in summer 2021) could have 
influenced the forward attitude towards benchmarking reported by participants, as the 
pandemic confronted organisations with the shortcomings to their monitoring systems. 
Nonetheless, the understanding that benchmarking is key to measure business performance has 
long been a core business principle that is not yet widely implemented, at least not in a 
structured manner, by CRE units and the CRE industry. Although this qualitative study makes 
it difficult to generalise, the findings suggest that the CRE industry is still lacking solutions 
that are feasible for implementation. The findings show there is a need for benchmarking 
solutions that enable organisations to measure workplace performance, to standardise 
workplace processes and data collection, to increase transparency and comparability, and to 
generate evidence-based management theories of how the workplace generates business impact 
beyond the borders of each organisation to move workplace theory forward. 
 
6 CONCLUSION 
This paper presented an interview study in which the experiences of workplace and real estate 
experts with benchmarking were elicited. It was shown that while the added value of 
benchmarking as a method for measuring the added value of the workplace to the business is 
widely recognized, the lack of systematic, standardised methods hinders the implementation. 
The disruption brought by the COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally changed the business 
practices of CRE units and highlighted the importance of workplace metrics to support decision 
making. On the one hand, this study shows the shortcomings that real estate markets are dealing 
with in terms of methods to measure workplace performance. On the other hand, it shows that 
the ongoing disruption offers an unprecedented chance to encourage the discussion of 
evidence-based solutions which measure the value of the workplace to the business. 
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