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The art of 
productivity
Creating high-performance workplaces
DANIEL WIENER

In the evening they all sit together 
at the table: mother studies a travel

brochure, father speaks to a colleague
on the phone – and the two children
are busy with their homework. Now
and then one of them asks a question.
Or mother says something about
possible holiday destinations. All the
members of the family spontaneously
share the joys and heartaches of 
the day. 

This is the current starting point for
industrial psychologists and interior
designers when they set out to develop
a productive working environment.
Strong teams are like families: they
have an unquestioned routine, but
within this framework each member
enjoys a great deal of individual
freedom. The offices and laboratories
of the future will enable people to
work in accordance with this
paradigm.

These guiding principles are
currently being put into practice in the
rebuilding of the Novartis corporate
head office in Basel. On the company’s
old premises an entirely new working
environment is currently taking shape.

An area of 20 hectares – equivalent to
about 15 football pitches – will
eventually house 6000 staff in the areas
of Group Services, Pharmaceuticals,
Research & Development, Marketing
and Administration. A total of US$
500 million dollars are to be invested
for this purpose over the next 10 years
and the completed new campus will 
be a pioneer of the of high-
performance workplace.

Fostering teamwork
The smallest unit in this new
entrepreneurial organism is the team
workplace: Four team members might
sit facing each other around a large
table. They can easily communicate
without getting up. A concealed cable
channel runs down the middle, into
which each team member can plug his
or her laptop. A bowl of fruit might be
placed there for people to dip into,
alongside the usual office equipment –
and personal items like photos, flowers
or a reference book. Thus the re-
inventors of the office workplace (and
of the laboratories) attach great
importance to friendly informality –

...the re-inventors of 
the office workplace  
attach great importance 
to friendly informality – 
but also to aesthetics, 
ergonomics and 
practical details.
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but also to aesthetics, ergonomics and
practical details. 

In the same open-plan office there
are also Òfamily tablesÓ for teams of
two or three members, as well as a few
separate rooms. But this last refuge of
the old Òcube farmÓ is not for bosses
who want to close their doors behind
them: instead anyone who either
temporarily or permanently needs to
work alone or hold a confidential
meeting can slip in there. With this
arrangement, there is always a tailor-
made solution to any requirement. 

This concept originated in a
competition between four interior-
design consultancies. London based
designer Sevil Peach won the
competition. ÒThe reason why we were
successful was probably our
approachÓ, she explains. ÒWe thought
the plans should be developed in a
dialogue with the company and the
users, according to their needs.Ó

Enhancing communication
The working environment that resulted
from this process, which also involved
the expertise of the world-renowned
office furnishing manufacturer Vitra, is
considered leading edge for the latest
generation of open-plan offices. It is
shaped by the desire Òto keep
employees alert and flexibleÓ and Òto
enhance communication between
themÓ, Ms Peach explains. As it does
in a town, the community environment
congregates around a central location.
In addition to this Òmarket placeÓ there
are smaller Òpublic areasÓ that
encourage people to meet spon-
taneously for coffee or to hold small,

informal meetings.
Surprisingly it was the Finance

Business Unit of the Novartis
Pharmaceuticals Division, as
conservative as it is successful, that
volunteered first to try out these new
ways of working. Pharma Finance
Head George Bickerstaff cites three
reasons for his groupÕs commitment:
ÒFirst we are gaining space: after
knocking down the walls, we can now
accommodate 70 people where there
used to be only 55. Secondly we hope
that more intensive communication will
increase both the quality and the speed
of our decision-making, thus making
our results even better. And finally, this
prototype operation will help to
achieve our objective of giving Finance
more of a leadership role within
Novartis.Ó Bickerstaff hopes to Òset a
good example to the entire GroupÓ.
Numerous studies, as well as the
experiences of other firms such as
Hewlett-Packard, Northern Telecom
and the Hexcel Corporation, suggest
that BickerstaffÕs hopes are well-
founded. For example, an investigation
by Franklin Becker and William Sims,
two Cornell University professors who
specialise in workplace design and
environment, concludes that the
Òsmall-team open-office configurationÓ
generates significantly greater
productivity, flexibility and innovative
strength than any other models.
However, the new layout has also
encountered resistance. The main
worry is about noise Ð for example the
fear of being distracted by
conversations taking place at the table.
ÒSevil Peach has taken care of that with

a package of measures, including
sound-absorbent materials and
screens,Ó says Bickerstaff. Fears that
there would not be enough individual
filing space have also been allayed.
ÒThe biggest difficulty remains the
status problem,Ó he reports. ÒI used to
have an office, now I donÕt Ð how will I
be perceived?Ó This is a question that
only time can answer. 

A walk in the park
The inner life of buildings accounts for
only half the fare when it comes to
workplace productivity. A stuffy, noisy
or dreary ambience at the doorstep will
suffocate even the most creative
thoughts inside. If they are to be
successful, strong teams need their
wider environment to provide them
with a good quality of life as well.
Varied catering facilities are central to
this, but so are sunlight and shade,
cleanliness, security, peace and quiet,
greenery and a variety of places to meet
Ð why not work in the park under the
trees for a change? 

Today, the Novartis headquarter site
represents a motley assortment of office
and factory buildings of different
heights, some of them unprepossessing,
interspersed with railway tracks and
warehouses. But in just a few years the
concept of the Òtown-within-a-townÓ
will lead to a generally more restful
silhouette, with a standard building
height of 22 metres Ð the only
exception being a group of high-rise
buildings towards the north. Large
public parks are planned for the areas
bordering on the surrounding
residential districts, and particularly

Sevil Peach
ÒWe thought the plans
should be developed
in a dialogue with the
company and the
users, according to
their needs.Ó

George Bickerstaff
ÒThe biggest difficulty
remains the status
problem, I used to
have an office, now I
donÕt Ð how will I be
perceived?Ó

A new Rue
The design of the new street
(above) is intended to be a
modern representation of the
Rue de Rivoli in Paris (below).


