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The New Insurance Workplace 

PREFACE
Insurance companies are in the business of managing 
risk. They take pride in their conservative approach 
to risk management and traditional business models. 
They also have high-performance cultures that demand 
strong results. Yet changing regulations, emerging 
technologies and increasingly obsolete work processes 
have left many legacy players with underutilized, 
outdated office and retail space that hinders their ability 
to meet the fast-changing expectations of customers. 

In this new world many companies are examining how 
rethinking their workplace can contribute to their business 
success. They want their work environment to convey the 
company’s brand while aligning with their organizational 

structure, work processes, technology and HR policies. 
When it does, the workplace can significantly improve 
the effectiveness of their people while cutting costs.

Today's companies are looking to create curated experiences 
that provide employees with à la carte workplace experiences, 
services and support. This includes creating space that 
is sustainable for the environment and its occupants.

We hope this examination of the forces of change impacting 
the insurance sector’s workplace helps bring the C-Suite, 
corporate real estate, facilities management, HR, IT and 
other leaders into productive conversations about how to 
unlock the true potential of their space—and their people.

An investigation of the forces reshaping the insurance industry 
and how workplace design can position companies for success
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METHODOLOGY AND PARTICIPANTS
For this report HOK challenged our WorkPlace leadership 
team and global delivery network partners to identify trends 
and challenges for insurance companies. We also conducted 
a global survey of insurance services firms that assessed how 
they are responding to their unique workplace challenges. Our 
WorkPlace team then hosted a series of interviews about best 
practices with decision makers from several leading companies. 

HOK’s team for this report included:
 • Lisa Brinkman, Principal, Regional Leader for Space 

Management and WorkPlace, New York
 • Lorraine Fisher, Principal, Director of Interiors, Philadelphia
 • Brad Liebman, Principal, Director of Interiors, St. Louis
 • Pam Light, Senior Principal, Regional Leader for WorkPlace, 

Los Angeles

 • Beate Mellwig, Senior Principal, Practice Leader for 
Operations, London

 • Kai Olsen, Principal, Director of Design for Interiors, Philadelphia 
 • Tom Polucci, Senior Principal, Director of Interiors, Global
 • Rachel Rouse, Senior Associate, Practice Leader for Interiors, Dallas
 • Kay Sargent, Senior Principal, Director of WorkPlace, Global 
 • Peter Sloan, Principal, Director of Design for Interiors, Kansas City
 • Sharon Turner, Senior Principal, Director of Interiors, Toronto
 • Gordon Wright, Senior Principal, Director of Workplace, Global

Insurance company contributors included CRE and facilities 
leaders from AIG, Goosehead, Horizon Healthcare, Horizon Blue 
Cross Blue Shield of New Jersey, Liberty Mutual and MetLife.

Goosehead Insurance Headquarters and Client Center, Westlake, Texas
Photo courtesy of Wade Griffith 
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THREATS AND 
CHALLENGES 
Insurance companies are well-versed in dealing with regulatory 
and economic pressures. In the early 2000s, then New York 
Attorney General Eliot Spitzer accused some of the industry’s 
largest companies of rigging bids for insurance contracts and 
steering business to insurers who paid special "contingent 
commissions." Several large settlements followed and the industry 
was forced to reassess how it was operating. Shortly after that 
the companies also were affected by the global financial crisis 
of 2007–2008. While the insurance sector was not as severely 
impacted as the financial institutions, their operations and 
business landscape were forever altered. One industry giant 
with about $1 trillion in assets before the crisis lost $99.2 
billion in 2008. To keep the company from failing, the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York provided an $85 billion loan.1

As insurance companies redefined their operational models in the 
wake of this crisis, they also reduced the amount of space they 
occupied and focused on trimming costs. But as these organizations 
also sought new ways to increase revenue, their primary expense 
remained human capital—followed by owned real estate. 

CHANGING ECONOMICS

With the rise of the sharing economy and the reduction of 
disposable income due to wage stagnation, increased costs and 
larger debt burdens, Millennials have less buying power than people 
from previous generations. Many are putting off purchasing homes 
and cars, which decreases loan activity and the need for insurance. 

Over the past decade there has been a split in the insurance 
industry. Many of the larger, established companies continue to 
follow a traditional producer-driven business model. But a new 
generation of insurance companies are leveraging technology 
to empower customers with websites and apps that give them 
easy access to information. Whether it’s Progressive’s “Name 
Your Price” online tool, Esurance’s “Surprisingly Painless” 
campaign or Geico’s “15 minutes could save you 15% or 
more on car insurance” slogan, there is an effort to demystify 
and disrupt the status quo of the insurance industry.    

Larger, established insurance companies can be slow to 
adapt to fluctuations in the business environment. Many of 
these companies have created more agile subsidiaries that 
help them reach new markets and younger consumers. 

The insurance industry also has been suffering from the 
significant increase in natural disasters. 2017 was its costliest 
year in history, mainly due to natural catastrophes. Hurricane 
Harvey, Irma and Maria, along with two earthquakes in Mexico, 
cost the insurance industry approximately $95bn.2 For many 
carriers this resulted in smaller profit margins, rate increases and 
decisions to opt out of providing coverage in high-risk areas. 

GEOPOLITICAL FACTORS
Insurance companies continue to face challenges as 
they go through the final phases of post-financial crisis 
reforms. Adding to the uncertainty are the impact of the 
impending withdrawal of the U.K. from the European 
Union in 2019 and the effect of the Trump administration 
on world affairs. Looming signs of a potential real estate 
price bubble, elevated levels of consumer indebtedness, and 
sluggish economic growth and low interest rates in parts 
of Europe and the U.S. are adding to the uncertainty.

But 2017 also saw economic growth with China, Europe and 
Japan all outperforming expectations. Though its economy has 
slowed of late, the long-term outlook for India remains positive. 

Many analysts are concerned about the rise of nationalism and 
growing geopolitical tensions, even amid positive sentiments. 
At the same time, increased M&A activity has extended the 
footprint and reach of many insurance companies into new 
regions—bringing fresh challenges and opportunities.

REGULATIONS
Insurance companies are acutely aware of the applicable laws 
and regulations that pertain to their risk and compliance 
programs, even as they monitor changes on the horizon. But 
companies don’t have the luxury of waiting to see how things 
will shake out—they need to plan based on existing guidance. 
The increasing pressure of new regulations and compliance 
requirements is driving a need to be more efficient and effective. 

PAPER-BASED LEGACY
The insurance industry has always relied heavily on paper, in part 
for litigious reasons. Though there are new electronic solutions 
for replacing paper, legacy processes and technology systems have 
made it difficult for some insurance companies to rethink their 
old ways and fully embrace the digital era. For these companies 
the primary catalyst of change has been necessity, such as a 
move to a new office space. But as they move from paper-based 
to cloud-based digital systems, they will need to look and act 
more like tech companies and streamline all their processes. 

TALENT WAR
With knowledge workers driving today’s economy, people are the 
chief currency of business. The average age of insurance agents 
in the U.S is 59, and many of those can be expected to retire 
within the next several years.3 With not enough people entering 
the workforce to replace those who are leaving, a labor shortage 
looms. But retiring workers might hold the key to helping to fill 
the talent gap. Many people would be willing to cut back on hours 
without fully retiring. If employers can be flexible and use more 
part-time employees who otherwise might retire, they can fill their 
staffing needs while slowing the brain drain that would be caused 
by losing so many of their knowledge workers in short order. 
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The workforce is shifting. But the war for talent has not hit 
the insurance sector as hard as other sectors. Until recently, 
the processes and skillsets needed by many established 
insurance companies, who employed older and more tenured 
people, had not changed significantly. But for companies 
that rely heavily on technology to reach their customers, 
the average age of employees is trending down as they 
target tech-savvy college graduates. This will continue to 
change as insurance companies embrace technology and 
develop more in common with fintech companies. 

In the years ahead advances in automation and artificial 
intelligence will force companies to replace, retrain or upskill 
their 40-, 50- and 60-year-olds to take on new responsibilities. 
They will increasingly be competing for the same talent 
that tech and fintech sectors are pursuing. The search for 
more tech-literate employees is driving down the age of the 
average employee in the insurance industry, which is changing 
the way these companies approach the workplace.  

Today’s employees expect a life as well as a living. Given a 
choice, they’ll opt for the former—even over compensation 
and benefits. Flexible work as a differentiator in choosing 
an employer grew three times faster than salary and 
bonuses between 2011 and 2016 (see Figure 1).4

Factors in Choosing an Employer* 2016 2011

Gain skills and advance career 90% 86%

Fair treatment 73% 75%

Flexible work hours/schedule 70% 50%

Base salary and bonuses 65% 58%

Benefits 60% 83%

Friendly colleagues 57% 58%

Corporate social responsibility 47% 44%

Prestige 31% 38%
Source: NSHSS Scholar 2016 Millennial Career Survey 
Results: The Emerging Workforce: Generational Trends 
* Rated on a scale from most to least important

Many graduates once drawn to compensation and prestige now 
are more interested in quality of life, the ability to innovate and 
opportunities with potential for significant growth.5

The insurance sector also has a perception problem. Being seen 
as an industry that relies on old systems and that is still suffering 
from lingering effects of the 2008 financial crisis has made it 
harder for these companies to attract and retain the best people.

figure 1

Sun Life Financial Headquarters,Toronto, Ontario
Photo courtesy of Tom Arban Photography Inc. 
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DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGY
Actuaries have always been a key part of the insurance business. 
In recent years advances in technology and new sources of 
data have transformed these analytics. The insurance sector 
is embracing innovative types of analysis and data mining 
to improve their processes and create new products.  

Access to big data brings challenges and opportunities. The 
Internet of Things can furnish more detailed information about our 
habits, both good and bad. As more data is collected and analysis 
becomes increasingly precise, insurers will be able to work much 
more efficiently. Analytical tasks such as determining insurance 
premiums are increasingly being performed by machines. Big 
data and advanced analytics could reduce premium costs and 
provide highly customized, better products for consumers. 

But as third-party data sources exponentially increase the amount 
and accuracy of data, this could negatively alter the fundamental 
underpinning of the industry: the concept of shared risk. Issues 
related to data accuracy and ownership are also a concern. To 
address some of these fears, the National Association of Insurance 
Commissioners (NAIC) has created a Big Data Working 
Group that will recommend new guidelines and regulations. 

The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) recently came into law to give individuals more 
control over their personal data and establish a clear regulatory 
environment for companies operating in the EU.

As advances in automation and artificial intelligence 
continue, the ability to more accurately make predictions 
will significantly improve, again altering a foundation 
of the insurance industry, the unknown. “Chatbots,” 
computer programs that use artificial intelligence to mimic 
conversations, are already assisting insurance customers. 

Some companies are acquiring smaller, tech-savvy firms that can 
accelerate their adoption of new technology and expand their 
expertise. But folding these startups into their organizations 
and corporate cultures can be challenging. To help the acquired 
team feel comfortable and better integrate them into the 
enterprise, insurance companies must provide flexible workplace 
environments that encourage collaboration. Providing flexible 
work environments with no assigned seating or Activity-
Based Workplaces (ABW) also can help insurance companies 
compete with tech companies and coworking environments.

DATA SECURITY 
The migration toward digital channels is ramping up the 
number of cyberattacks on insurance companies, which hold 
a tremendous amount of personal consumer information 
but are relatively inexperienced at protecting this data. 
But these companies and government agencies are focused 
on strengthening their cybersecurity risk management 
programs and reporting. In recent years new legislation and 
regulations have significantly augmented cybersecurity.

“We need a technology innovation team that 
fails fast so we can succeed faster.”

— Danica Kendall, Senior Design Manager, Sun Life Financial  

Sun Life Financial Headquarters,Toronto, Ontario
Photo courtesy of Tom Arban Photography Inc. 
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OPPORTUNITIES
EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT
According to a recent Gallup report, 85% of today’s global 
workforce is not engaged.6 “Presenteeism” can be a bigger threat to 
a company’s bottom line than the amount of real estate it holds. 
With up to 80% of a typical company’s expenses devoted to human 
resources, it’s vital that the workforce be engaged and empowered 
to be as productive as possible. Providing human-centric 
workspaces that people want to experience is a big part of this. 

Many organizations are so focused on finding the key to employee 
productivity that they miss what they intuitively know: happy, 
healthy, engaged, empowered people will work harder than their 
unhappy, unhealthy, disengaged colleagues. Thoughtfully designed 
workplace environments can promote these keys to productivity 
and help people connect and contribute in meaningful ways. 

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
Insurance companies, by nature, often deal with life-
altering events. Their employees’ interactions with 
customers can be stressful for all involved.  

Customers historically have had low expectations for their 
experiences with insurance company storefronts. But that is 
changing along with a new vision for what that experience 
can be. The retail branch experience is becoming more 
customer friendly, with personal greeters whose job it is to 
make these encounters more welcoming and comfortable. 
As a result, some insurance branch offices are beginning 
to resemble a coffee shop or coworking space. 

In some retail locations, insurance companies are 
creating a new platform that combines employees who 
can review coverage options alongside primary care 
health clinics. This convergence of coverage and clinic 
under one roof is designed to answer all the customers’ 
questions and provide a better user experience. 

A great customer experience starts with a great employee 
experience. Yet only one in 10 employees believe that 
the design of their office is fostering a positive employee 
experience.7 And fewer than 25% believe their workplace 
experience supports a multigenerational workforce, 
individual differences, a sense of purpose, their work-
life needs or community connections (see Figure 2). 

Understanding and using design thinking as part 
of the employee experience

48% 42% 10%

46% 43% 11%

39% 49% 12%

38% 49% 13%

22% 57% 21%

22% 55% 23%

23% 54% 23%

25% 52% 23%

Weak AdequatePercentage of Total Responses: Excellent

have an official mobility program

measure space utilization

lease their real estate 

deployed workplace standards

66%  

85% 

85% 

71% 

66%  

85%  85%  85%  

71%  

Using design thinking in developing HR 
and talent programs

Providing programs for younger, older and 
a multi-generational workforce

Considering diverse employee 
preferences when designing work environments

Building a strong and differentiated 
employee experience brand

Aligning employee and personal goals 
with corporate purpose

Helping employees balance personal and 
professional work-life demands

Integrating social, community and corporate programs

RESPONDENT RATINGS OF SUB-CAPABILITIES RELATED TO EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE

figure 2
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WALK THE WALK
For years insurance companies have been striving to educate, 
support and guide their customers about best-practice 
initiatives related to wellness, ergonomics and fitness.  

This advocacy has led to many insurance companies 
embracing these initiatives for their own employees. Several 
have even used these wellness initiatives as pilot projects for 
gleaning data and best practices that they can then share 
with customers. These internal programs are typically well-
branded, well-promoted and linked with digital communication 
platforms that broadcast the results to employees. 

Typically run by a third-party provider, these programs are 
incentivized around fitness, health and nutrition. Employees 
can track their healthy habits and earn reward points based 
on accomplishments like number of fitness center visits; 
participating in fitness classes; taking a biometric scan and 

then setting and hitting health goals related to blood pressure, 
cholesterol and weight loss; attending seminars or classes; signing 
up family members; the number of steps or stairs taken over 
a period of time; or registering for a health club membership. 
These programs can be synchronized with a Fitbit or Apple 
Watch. As employees accumulate points, their insurance 
premiums drop. Points can also be cashed in for gift cards, 
meals or other rewards. These incentives are changing behavior 
and helping employees feel healthier and more engaged.  

These programs also function as pilots for generating 
data that insurance companies can use to evaluate the 
effectiveness of different health and well-being programs. 
They can then create customized programs for customers. 

As insurance companies seek to create healthier 
environments for their own employees, the internal incentive 
programs also inform their workplace strategies.

Confidential insurance company office, New York, New York
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CASE STUDY 

A  H I G H -T EC H 
I N S U R A N C E 
W O R K P L AC E  I N 
A N  H I S T O R I C 
B U I L D I N G
New York City

HOK is providing interior and experience 
design for a confidential insurance company’s 
regional New York office in an historic, 
early-20th century building. The space will 
accommodate employees from the company’s 
Information Technology and Analytics group.

The interior design reflects the building’s 
industrial history juxtaposed with warm, 
modern finishes and crisp architectural 
elements and details. Static and dynamic 
digital displays communicate the company’s 
brand throughout the space. Amenities include 
a customer experience center with robust 
technology, custom-designed display kiosks, 
a large social hub, an outdoor terrace and 
an IT help desk. Work cafés on every floor 
and flexible, multifunction spaces support 
collaborative work and employee engagement.

Confidential insurance company office, New York, New York
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FROM PAPER TO CLOUD
The insurance sector has always been heavily reliant on paper. 
But more insurance companies are looking for new ways to 
improve productivity, and this includes shifting to cloud-
based technology. These systems make it easy for employees to 
work from anywhere, and provide agents and customers access 
to real-time information. Customers can use mobile apps to 
secure insurance quotes and submit and review the status of 
their claims. This remote access and ability to work off-site are 
reducing the amount of time employees spend in the office. 

NEW EFFICIENCIES
The move toward digital, mobile work is creating new 
efficiencies across the insurance sector. Because the nature of 
the insurance business requires a large amount of customer 
contact, people are constantly coming in and out of their 
buildings. In offices where work points are assigned at a 1:1 
ratio, this results in a lot of underutilized space. This has driven 
many companies to reassess how they use and allocate space. 

As we have seen in the financial services sector, some insurance 
companies are creating free-address environments that leverage 
desk sharing, communal and shared spaces, which often 
include unassigned private offices, focus booths, and formal 
and informal collaborative areas. Rather than being assigned to 
a specific station, employees in these environments can work 
wherever they are most productive for the task at hand. 

A recent study in CBRE’s North America Fit Out Cost Guide 
reinforced many of the findings from our survey and research. The 
report showed that tech companies are pushing space density and 
the average square foot per seat lower and lower, bottoming out 
at just under 75 rentable square feet (RSF) per seat but averaging 
155 RSF. Coming in a close second is the financial sector, with 
a low of just under 90 RSF per seat and an average of 196 RSF. 
Lagging behind are insurance companies, where the low is 
approximately 100 RSF per seat and the average is 171 RSF.8

“We use mostly assigned desks. We believe that our U.S. associates still value 
having a space to call their own. But we have tested 30% unassigned desks in a 
few countries in Asia quite successfully and we have started testing the responses 
and increased sharing ratios in other countries. Unassigned and shared desk is a 
strategy that has been more successful with our sales force and agencies.”

— Anonymous survey respondent 
Confidential insurance company office, New York, New York
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“We use mostly assigned desks. We believe that our U.S. associates still value 
having a space to call their own. But we have tested 30% unassigned desks in a 
few countries in Asia quite successfully and we have started testing the responses 
and increased sharing ratios in other countries. Unassigned and shared desk is a 
strategy that has been more successful with our sales force and agencies.”

— Anonymous survey respondent 

CRE SURVEY TAKEAWAYS
HOK conducted a global survey of real estate executives in the insurance sector to assess the issues these 
institutions will be dealing with over the next three years. Our key survey takeaways were:

 • 71% of insurance companies have deployed 
workplace standards or guidelines across  
their portfolio. 

 • 66% of insurance companies lease their real 
estate and most of that is in urban environments.

 • Headcounts and space portfolios are expected 
to largely remain static. Those anticipating 
growth are planning a combined approach of taking 
additional space and accommodating more people 
in existing space. Companies expecting staff 
reductions will decrease space accordingly. 

 • Coworking or occupying serviced offices were 
not currently noted as being a significant part of 
the real estate strategy. 

 • Improving space utilization was noted as a top 
driver of workplace strategy, followed by boosting 
productivity and creating flexible space.  

 • 85% of companies measure space utilization. 
Badging information and IT login data are 
the primary means of doing this, followed by 
observation studies. Though few companies are 
using sensor technology today, that will change as 
these offerings become more refined over the next 
3-5 years.

 • Hierarchy and tenure are no longer top drivers for 
space allocation. Mobility profiles and time spent 
in the office have become the most important 
factors influencing workspace allocation, followed 
by the cost of real estate and functional roles. Yet 
many older, more established companies are still 
struggling to eliminate the expectation of space as 
a reward and to dispense with large corner offices. 

 • 85% of companies reported having an official 
mobility program. The main drivers are to optimize 
space, cut real estate costs and improve disaster 
readiness. Attracting talent and improving work-
life balance also are considerations. While many 
companies are embracing distributed work 
programs, this typically entails encouraging 
employees to work remotely one or two days a week 
while coming into the office the rest of the time. 

 • 100% of respondents noted that they incorporate 
free-address, unassigned space, with most of it 
managed by a booking system.  
o 43% have less than 25% unassigned 
o 43% have between 25-50% unassigned 
o 14% have more than 75% unassigned

 • Laptops lead the list of technologies provided 
to on-site and distributed employees. Docking 
stations and Wi-Fi support this. And 50% of 
respondents employ a bring your own device 
(BYOD) policy.   

 • Providing exceptional food and coffee service tops 
the list of amenities. Wellness and focus areas are 
emerging as key amenities along with traditional 
support spaces like meeting rooms, pantries, 
training facilities and project rooms. Tech bars and 
IT support areas are more important.

 • In urban locations most companies don’t offer 
amenities like daycare or a gym, instead preferring 
to rely on the local community for these services.

 • Most companies embrace sustainable design. 
Some are incorporating principles of wellness 
and well-being into their space. Others are 
assessing whether they will pursue Fitwel or 
WELL certification. But as insurance companies 
challenge themselves to “walk the walk,” bringing 
principles of wellness into the work environment is 
on the horizon.  

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photo courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro 
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KEY BENCHMARKS 
Our 2018 survey and interviews with CRE leaders from insurance institutions revealed these key metrics: 

Range ‒ Imperial Best In Class/
Going Forward

Range  
Metric

Best In Class/ 
Going Forward

WORK POINT SIZE 25–80 SF 25-36 SF 2.5–8  2.5–3.6

OFFICE SIZES 80–150 SF 80–120 SF 8–15  8–12

RSF PER EMPLOYEE 90–211 100–120 9–21  12–16

RSF PER SEAT 100–200 120–160 10–20   12–16

OPEN TO CLOSED WORK POINT 100% : 0% – 30% – 70% 85% : 15%

OPEN TO CLOSED COLLABORATION SPOTS 10% : 90% – 50% – 50% 30% : 70%

SHARING RATIO (Work Point : Staff) 1 : 1 – 1: 7 1 : 1.5 – 1: 5

COLLABORATIVE SEAT : TO WORK POINT 0.5 : 1.5 – 2 : 1 1.5 : 1

TOTAL SEAT : TO STAFF 1 .1: 1 – 2 : 1 2: 1

UTILIZATION 35%–70% 70%

ASSIGNED SEAT IF IN THE OFFICE 0%–100% >25%

Averages vary across the world, with ranges being slightly higher in the U.S.  
One survey respondent defined it as follows:  

NAM EMEA LATAM

WORK POINTS  6’-0 - 5’-6” 4’-6” – 5’-6”  4’-6” – 5’-6” 

OFFICE SIZES 120 SF 100-120 SF 100-120 SF

USF/SEAT 170-210 SF/seat 100-140 SF 80 SF; CHINA: As low as 60 SF

Goosehead Insurance Headquarters and Client Center, Westlake, Texas
Photo courtesy of Wade Griffith 
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Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photo courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro 

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photo courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro 

Goosehead Insurance Headquarters and Client Center, Westlake, Texas
Photo courtesy of Wade Griffith 
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CASE STUDY 

S U N  L I F E  F I N A N C I A L’ S  N E W 
H E A D Q U A R T E R S 
Toronto, Ontario

Over the past several years Sun Life has 
transformed its operations, adopting many qualities 
of startup companies. Its leaders have focused on 
establishing a culture that emphasizes ideation 
and innovation. This has included reimagining its 
workplace and creating space that encourages 
people to adopt agile work styles.

HOK helped Sun Life redesign 390,000 square 
feet of space to consolidate more than 2,000 
employees from two locations into 14-and-a-half 
floors of the 35-story One York Street Tower in 
Toronto’s south core financial district. This new 
vertical headquarters campus aligns with Sun Life’s 
transformation as it seeks to leverage the latest in 
digital innovation and data analytics and to offer 
employees more choices about how and where they 
work.

HOK’s designers and Sun Life’s project team—led 
by its CRE and HR departments with the support 
of its IT business group—began by gathering ideas 
and recommendations from all levels of staff. The 
team learned that they wanted space that would 
flex to support how and where they wanted to 
work. As part of the robust change management 
process, the design team also worked with 25 Sun 
Life business groups to significantly reduce the size 
and number of private offices, which enabled them 
to accommodate several hundred more people while 
offering more team-based, interactive space.  

The open plan workplace provides a bright, 
flexible environment with a variety of collaboration 
and meeting spaces. An agility program frees 
employees to work from any location that suits their 
needs. Meeting spaces and smaller work rooms 
have integrated audiovisual and plug-and-play 
equipment. All workstations have sit-stand desks. 

Glass-fronted offices and meeting rooms create a 
sense of transparency, while a variety of seating 
options offer softness, texture and color. 

Sun Life’s new headquarters includes a staff 
training center and a landing space outside this 
area where on-site and visiting employees can work, 
a full-floor reception area, a meeting center, and 
cafés and communal spaces on every floor. Floor-
to-ceiling windows and a wraparound terrace on 
the top floor offer spectacular views of Toronto’s 
lakefront.

An office color palette of neutrals, white oak and 
bronze metal accents is punctuated by bursts of 
blue, yellow, red and orange hues, paying homage to 
sunrises and sunsets. Vignettes of sunsets and sun 
dials function as branding and wayfinding elements. 

A series of digital canvases installed in client-facing 
areas throughout the office combine furniture 
design, high-impact visual displays, interactivity 
and audiovisual technology to present content 
about Sun Life’s history, current projects and vision 
for the future.

The sustainable design strategies will substantially 
reduce Sun Life’s energy and water use over time 
while providing a healthier environment. The project 
is expected to achieve LEED Gold certification.

In addition to the significant real estate cost 
savings Sun Life will realize from the consolidation 
and move to this flexible work environment, a post-
occupancy survey revealed employee satisfaction 
levels of 98 percent, with employee agility 67 
percent higher than the original target. The project’s 
success has made it a template for other Sun Life 
offices worldwide.
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Sun Life Financial Headquarters,Toronto, Ontario
Photos courtesy of Tom Arban Photography Inc. 
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THE EVOLUTION OF SPACE 
AMENITIES
Companies looking to attract top talent and keep their people 
on site are offering all sorts of amenities. These can include: 

 • Food and beverage service

 • Tech bar

 • Retail shops

 • Wellness rooms

 • Fitness facilities (indoors and outside)

 • Banking options

 • Concierge 

 • Medical clinics

 • Auditoriums and conference centers

 • Gardening areas

 • Prayer rooms 

 • Communal or coworking space

BALANCING MOBILITY AND COLLABORATION 
Technology allows employees to work anywhere and anytime, 
untethering them from the workplace. But the degree that a 
company leverages external mobility and telework should reflect 
its work style, culture and business model.

Insurance companies that have implemented telework and 
external mobility programs have had mixed success. Companies 
that have ended these programs and brought their teleworkers 
back into a central office often have done so to make it easier 
for them to brainstorm ideas for elevating their products or 
services. But employees whose primary responsibilities are in 
sales or consulting are more likely to thrive while working in the 
field or branch offices. 

But in the insurance industry, where a bulk of the work is 
analyst and customer interface, centralized locations have 
often been more about managing the facilities and less about 
encouraging interaction.

“Providing gathering spaces where employees can 
eat and drink together can satisfy both their physical 
and social needs. Quality coffee is a real perk.”

— Anonymous survey respondent

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photo courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro 
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CASE STUDY 

H O R I ZO N  B L U E  C R O S S  B L U E 
S H I E L D  O F  N E W  J E R S E Y ' S 
H E A D Q U A R T E R S  R E N OVAT I O N
Newark, New Jersey

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield of New Jersey (BCBSNJ) 
redesigned and renovated its 400,000-sq.-ft. 
headquarters in Newark. The company wanted to rethink 
its real estate strategy and create a contemporary 
environment that could offer some of its nearly 4,000 
employees the option to work remotely. 

HOK collaborated with Horizon BCBSNJ to determine 
the logistics for this mobility program and to measure the 
amount and type of space required. After undertaking 
an extensive programming phase to understand the 
impact mobility would have on the organization, the team 
developed a communication strategy for describing these 
changes and helping employees understand and buy into 
the program. 

HOK’s design team developed new workplace standards 
for open and private offices and created touchdown 
zones on each floor for mobile employees. Specialty 
spaces include an executive office suite and a conference 
training center. A graphics program and a new palette for 
interior finishes celebrate Horizon BCBSNJ’s brand while 
promoting health and wellness.

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photos courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro
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“Our new work environment on  
the 15th floor is fantastic. We 
especially enjoy the collaborative 
areas including the business lounge, 
huddle rooms and meeting areas. 
I am impressed with all the new 
technological abilities to conduct 
remote conferences with ease. 
Thank you for providing such a 
collaborative, efficient and employee 
friendly working environment.”

— Michael Morrone, Director, Corporate Tax,   
 Horizon BCBSNJ 

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photos courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro
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“The new space is welcoming … it inspires productivity and camaraderie. It is bright 
and the natural lighting sets a positive tone for the day. The open space encourages 
collaboration and helps people manage their time more effectively.  The huddle 
room is convenient for impromptu discussions and for conducting personal calls.”

— Alfreda Nixon-Walker, Specialist, Strategic Initiatives Group, Horizon BCBSNJ 

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photos courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro
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CALL AND CONTACT CENTERS
Call centers and the customer contact centers that provide 
omnichannel support are not known for being dynamic places to 
work. They traditionally have been offshored or located in suburban 
areas with less expensive real estate. But that is changing as the 
talent war ramps up, new technology demands more sophisticated 
skills and customer expectations increase. As field offices, branches 
and operations centers are scaled down, these centers are taking 
on more importance. They are at the front line of customer 
engagement and real-time decision making, and can make 
significant additions to the bottom line. The empathetic support 
these employees can provide during customer crises can contribute 
to customer satisfaction and, as a result, business growth.  

The 24/7 operations of call and contact centers create special 
requirements for these buildings. They need to be durable 
to withstand the wear-and-tear of continuous operations, 
night-time shifts and shift overlaps. They also need to 
promote information sharing—including the display of 
real-time performance metrics—provide reliable tools and 
facilitate access to adjacent amenities. All of this improves 
employee satisfaction, engagement and productivity.

These centers are fast-paced, heavily monitored environments. 
Operators are often dealing with customers experiencing 
life-altering events, which can create a stressful work 
environment. Workplace stress costs U.S. businesses alone 
over $300 billion annually for healthcare and missed work 
days.9  And healthcare expenses at high-pressure companies 
are almost 50% higher than those at other organizations.10  

With more natural disasters comes a need for more support 
team members to respond to customer claims over a short 
period of time. Workplace designers can create spaces that 
relieve the anxiety experienced by these employees working 
extended hours and actually help rejuvenate them. This 
could mean creating unassigned enclaves and quiet zones 
that increase mindfulness. Addressing acoustics, thermal 
comfort and indoor air quality can have a positive effect. 
And designing space with access to natural elements, outdoor 
areas, or daylight and views can boost employee well-being.

Designing for employee health also includes providing ergonomic 
spaces that encourage movement and standing meetings that 
include sit-to-stand work settings and perching stools. 

Call centers today are increasingly designed to promote 
community, information sharing and reduce the historically 
high churn nature of call centers. Contact centers also are 
designed to optimize leverage information across teams, 
often by posting real-time performance metrics. 

ACTIVITY-BASED WORKPLACES 

Activity-Based Workplaces (ABW) are designed around people’s 
tasks rather than assigned spots for individuals. They support a 
shift from “me space” to “we space.” Instead of giving everyone 
a desk, which could go unused during a typical day, ABW 
offers a hybrid environment with shared spaces and amenities. 
Unassigned seating encourages people to select the right setting 
for the task at hand—wherever they can be the most productive. 
Everyone has access to settings including private offices, focus 
booths, and formal and informal collaboration areas.

“We have fully embraced ABW. Our workplace strategy includes 
different workspace environments that are tailored to the different 
tasks that any associate has to go through on an average day. 
Besides their dedicated work space, either office or workstation, the 
associates have access to enclosed phone booths, focus rooms, open 
and closed collaboration areas, and meeting rooms in close proximity. 
Every location offers Wi-Fi in addition to dedicated technology that 
makes conferencing easily accessible as ClickShare or Solo systems. 
Being able to untether ourselves from the physical desk makes 
us mobile and provides the freedom of choice we advocate for.”

— Anonymous survey respondent
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NEIGHBORHOOD-BASED CHOICE 
ENVIRONMENTS (NCE)
One risk with ABW and free-range spaces is that people who have 
no home base can feel disconnected and organizational culture can 
erode. This has led to the evolution of Neighborhood-Based Choice 
Environments (NCE), which incorporate the best aspects of ABW 
while satisfying the need for people to feel a sense of community. 

NCE spaces are subdivided into neighborhoods that enable 
people to nest, huddle and access a wide variety of different 
work settings. Connecting in smaller group settings helps them 
feel a sense of place. Each neighborhood serves as a home base 
that integrates elements of these functions. Community space 
is created to meet the needs of each group while supporting the 
larger organization. Ideal neighborhoods use the “Power of six 
to 48,” which organizes work points in groups of six, clusters of 
24 and neighborhoods of 48. This approach provides a sense of 
belonging, reinforces culture and empowers teams with choices. 

The Co-operators Group, a leading Canadian multi-line insurance 
and financial services co-operative, has embraced NCE spaces. 
To give employees more flexibility, Co-operators is letting them 
use unassigned seating or choose smaller workstations. This 
enables team in each neighborhood to convert the available 
real estate into collaborative spaces that suit their needs. 

SPACE AS A SERVICE  

Coworking has quickly become one of the biggest 
disruptors in commercial real estate. In just over a decade, 
the number of dedicated coworking spaces worldwide has 
grown from zero to 11,000. By 2020, another 15,000 of

these shared workspaces will come online and membership 
to these facilities could eclipse 3.8 million users.  

Coworking’s overall slice of the global real estate pie remains 
relatively low, accounting for less than 5% of the world’s office 
space. But it will continue to grow and in the coming years could 
reach more than 20% of the corporate office market. While 
approximately just one in five companies currently incorporate 
coworking, more than two-thirds plan to leverage it in the future. 

Several of the big-box coworking operators have expanded into 
offering serviced offices. They are targeting larger companies 
seeking to fill their temporary space needs through short-term lease 
arrangements or by investing in membership-based contracts with 
on-demand space providers. Companies that have unpredictable 
growth patterns, that are rapidly expanding or that don’t have 
the internal resources to plan and manage a new workplace are 
candidates for serviced offices. While traditional coworking 
customers pay their memberships by the hour, day, week or month, 
these companies are locking into 3–5-year leases that allow for 
some space customization. These serviced offices often are offered in 
high-risk, high-cost markets such as New York City or Hong Kong.

The desire of coworking operators to appeal to corporations 
also has created the emergence of managed offices. These 
workspaces resemble serviced offices but the process, from 
space procurement and design to ongoing management and a 
future exit, are handled by a single outside provider that acts 
as an extension of the company’s team. Managed offices offer 
a degree of design and customization while still providing the 
services of community managers. But the added services come 
with a premium. Fully managed offices require a 15%–20% 
upcharge and a longer space commitment—typically 3–5 years. 

.

Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield Headquarters, Newark, New Jersey
Photos courtesy of Jeffrey Totaro
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CASE STUDY 

G O O S E H E A D  I N S U R A N C E 
H E A D Q U A R T E R S  A N D  C L I E N T 
C E N T E R  R E L O C AT I O N
Westlake, Texas

Goosehead Insurance, one of the largest 
personal line agencies in the U.S. catering to 
the Millennial market, asked HOK to design 
a new corporate headquarters for its fast-
growing sales and service teams in a business 
park outside Fort Worth. The company wanted 
to differentiate the 60,000-sq.-ft. space from 
its competitors and use it to help attract and 
keep the most talented people.

Goosehead markets itself as a personalized 
insurance brand. This resonates with its 
potential customers and employees. Its 
leaders care deeply about providing a positive 
experience for their people, which is reflected 
in the high level of care employees give to 
their customers and the overall success of the 
company. 

The design team created an authentic 
workplace that conveys Goosehead’s warm, 
people-focused personality. Each employee 
has more personal space than is typically 
provided in a call center environment. The 
design pays special attention to the high-finish 
spaces experienced by prospective employees 
without sacrificing the fun, functional nature 
of the main call floors. Potential recruits and 
interviewees have a clear view of Goosehead’s 
day-to-day activities, demonstrating the 
company’s pride in its people and business. 

“We’re disrupting the personal lines insurance business, 
taking a fundamentally different approach driven 
by human capital. HOK’s open floor plan design 
facilitates our team’s collaboration efforts and sharing 
of intellectual capital. It’s a true difference maker.”

— Michael Colby, President and Chief Operating Officer, Goosehead Insurance 
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Goosehead Insurance Headquarters and Client Center, Westlake, Texas
Photos courtesy of Wade Griffith 
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FAST FORWARD
New regulations, emerging technologies and geopolitical 
shifts will continue to reshape the insurance sector.  

The gig economy, advancements in artificial intelligence and 
entries into emerging markets may result in more insurance 
jobs being shifted to back-office functions or simply being 
outsourced. And in a world where data is increasingly 
becoming king, insurance companies will look to leverage this 
information to anticipate needs and risks to stay competitive. 

All this means the pace of change across the industry 
is accelerating at the same time that profit margins are 
getting thinner. This will require insurance companies to 
focus on embracing new methodologies and be willing to 
adapt for what lies ahead. To remain competitive in this 
rapidly changing business landscape, insurers need to: 

 • Stay nimble and be able to pivot to market conditions.

 • Leverage technology to expedite access to information.

 • Break down internal silos to be more 
responsive to customer needs.

 • Leverage space as a strategic asset and the physical 
embodiment of company culture and values. 

 • Use workplace design to engage and empower 
employees and improve their well-being.

 • Create a sense of place and community and a 
“we” mentality that unites employees.

To help them adapt to organizational changes and adopt new 
work processes in new types of space, insurance companies will 
need to help employees accept change as the new norm. Change 
management programs can help build employee trust and manage 
this cultural shift in the workplace.

Sun Life Financial Headquarters,Toronto, Ontario
Photo courtesy of Tom Arban Photography Inc.
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HOK's WorkPlace practice designs environments 
that help organizations and their people succeed. 
The world's leading companies and institutions 
trust HOK's WorkPlace specialists to manage 
the strategic planning, design and construction 
of all types of work environments. Our team has 
extensive experience helping organizations with 
real estate portfolios ranging from single sites to 
multiple locations worldwide.

hok.com/workplace
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