
Rethinking The ‘Sustainable’ Workplace 

A research report exploring the extent to which ‘Circular Economy’ 
thinking is shaping corporate real estate strategies. 



A monumental shift in mindset 
means sustainability is circling back 
to where it belongs: center stage 

In June 2020, we asked 500 U.S. office workers what concerns them most about their workplace? 

The number one answer was a lack of commitment to environmentally-led initiatives. 

Furthermore, in a previous survey 
conducted in early 2020 (pre-Covid), not 
a single U.S. survey participant called out 
the need to address their company’s weak 
environmental stance. 

This represents a monumental shift in 
mindset - pre and post-pandemic. No 
longer can corporations afford to take a 
back seat on sustainability. 
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Here we set out the 
opportunity for corporate 
real estate (CRE) and 
design professionals to 
support organizations 
in making the difference 
their stakeholders are 
demanding of them. 

Drawing on:

1. Three waves of Tarkett-commissioned 
research involving a total 600 participants

First, to understand the status quo, we analyzed the 
insights gathered through a series of Tarkett surveys, 
questioning office end-users, as well as representatives 
from the corporate real estate and commercial design 
worlds. CoreNet was commissioned to conduct a 
survey focusing specifically on the ‘Circular Economy’, 
alongside a wider workplace research initiative being 
undertaken by Tarkett.

2. Invited perspectives from our 
independent panellists 

We then overlaid and interpreted these 
findings with input from independent experts 
- bringing together academic, business and 
design viewpoints - to provide a rounded 
picture of the obstacles and opportunities 
that U.S. businesses are managing in a bid 
to become more sustainable in every way.

Out of a total  
of 2,800  

end-users...

across 14 
countries and  
4 continents...

the U.S. was the only territory 
to cite sustainability as its  

most pressing issue



Meet the panel

Dr. Ioannis Ioannou 
Associate Professor of  
Strategy & Entrepreneurship  
London Business School

A Yale graduate, with a PhD from 
Harvard, Dr. Ioannis Ioannou joined 
the London Business School in 2009. 
His research focuses on sustainability 
and corporate social responsibility, 
with an emphasis on whether, how and 
to what extent the modern business 
organization contributes towards 
building a sustainable future.

Ryan Ware  
Co-founder & Vice  
President of Construction  
Vantis 

Following 20 years in construction 
and starting his career as an architect, 
Ryan Ware has long been a passionate 
advocate of adaptable prefabrication. 
Co-founding Vantis in 2016, his goal 
is to accelerate change within the 
construction industry - creating a 
better environment for all through 
lean principles and the integration of 
innovative construction methods. 

Perspective 2
Here Dr. Ioannis Ioannou 
helps us to put the research 
findings into a wider business 
context. Highlighting the 
multiple factors that are 
preventing organizations from 
whole-heartedly committing to 
adopting the most progressive 
environmental policies. 

Perspective 3
In the report, Ryan addresses 
the collaboration issues that 
are stalling the sustainability 
response. Honing in on the, 
often overlooked, impact 
extended build schedules have 
on local environments, he spells 
out why conventional simply 
doesn’t cut it anymore. 

Sandra Tripp  
IIDA NCIDQ LEED AP Principal 
Huntsman 

Sandra is passionate about partnering 
with clients to articulate their vision 
within the built environment. She provides 
strategic direction and design leadership 
for a broad range of design, planning and 
workplace strategy projects in the various 
service sectors.

Perspective 1
Sandra gives special 
consideration to how 
Corporate Real Estate (CRE) 
and design professionals can 
influence the construction 
and renovation decisions that 
determine the sustainability 
ratings of billions of square 
feet of space.

3



Introduction

A heightened awareness  
of what matters most 

The Tarkett research clearly shows that 
employees are emerging from the pandemic with 
a renewed sense of purpose and a strong desire 
to make a positive social impact.  

The pressure is now on businesses, like never 
before, to take corporate social responsibility and 
deliver real action on sustainability. 

Recognizing that the most pioneering companies 
don’t just deal with waste and pollution - they 
design it out - this report draws on ‘Circular 
Economy’ thinking. Exploring the extent to which 
U.S. organizations are striving to operate to the 
most stringent of sustainability standards. 

Exposing the need for  
enterprise-wide education

A parallel research track suggests there is still a way to 
go before the enterprise can understand, let alone truly 
embrace, restorative and regenerative design. 

“Despite the overwhelmingly 
negative impact of Covid-19, it 
has provided a clear example 
of scale: one person adhering 
to social distancing has little 
impact, but one million people 
can “flatten the curve.” Every 
effort counts, and it will take all 
of us to move the needle.” 
Cushman & Wakefield’s Energy & Sustainability 
Services ‘Up in the air: climate change 
uncertainty in an uncertain time’  
Published in The Edge, Volume 4 

That’s why ‘Rethinking The Sustainable 
Workplace’ is, not just timely, but 
fundamental for responsible businesses 
that realize their future resilience will, 
at least in part, be shaped by their 
commitment to do more.
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Steps towards more sustainable 
workplace strategies 

This report identifies four areas that almost every corporate needs  
to address to whole-heartedly participate in the circular economy:

Our panellists provide the commentary that puts these hero themes 
and the headlining research statistics into context.

Progress is relative: 
understand the unique set 
of circumstances that may 
be contributing to what 
feels like a frustrating  
pace of change.

The need for 
collaboration: find 
ways to come together 
in pursuit of the greater 
good, while promoting 
competitiveness.  

Adapt along the way: 
setting out the design 
decisions that show 
organizations are starting 
to re-evaluate their real 
estate from a circular 
economy perspective.

Accept the struggle: 
only then can we, 
collectively, attain better 
sustainability ratings and 
raise expectations when 
it comes to material 
specification and design.

1 2

3 4
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The U.S. is often criticized for being one of the worst performing, high income OECD 
countries across international sustainability rankings. While the tendency is to 
showcase the more advanced efforts of Western Europe - especially the Nordics - Dr. 
Ioannou observes the stark differences between the political backdrop that makes it 
difficult for companies headquartered in North America to commit in the same way 
as their European counterparts. 

This is echoed by the fact that nearly a fifth of the CoreNet survey respondents said they 
couldn’t see their organizations taking any concrete steps towards adopting circular 
economy methods - without it being pushed by government programs and/or tax 
incentives being more widely available. 

And with an ongoing public health crisis and the threat of a global recession, this 
reticence is only likely to continue and to be magnified.

Towards more sustainable 
workplace strategies

Realize that progress is relative: understand the 
unique set of circumstances that may be contributing 
to what feels like a frustrating pace of change.

“People are bound to 
veer on the conservative 
side and be less willing 
to make investments in 
what are seen as costly 
environmentally focused 
improvements.”  

Dr. Ioannis Ioannou,  
London Business School

STEP  1
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Show up and stack up

So while progress is relative and companies must be 
careful not to get demotivated by evaluating their efforts 
too harshly, there is a genuine need for education in 
order to move forward. The wider stakeholder community 
simply won’t tolerate superficial sustainability claims in 
the intensely competitive times to come.

Pressure is mounting for any government recovery 
packages, post-Covid, to be closely linked to climate 
change and sustainability measures. 

What’s more, according to U.S. global investment 
corporation, BlackRock, there has been a notable rise 
in sustainable investing as companies involved in 
controversial business are actively screened out. 

Such external factors, of course, cannot be controlled. But organizations could be doing more 
to understand where improvements should be made, considering the CoreNet survey reveals:

With such a high proportion seemingly 
unable to qualify what actually constitutes 
their company’s environmental policy, 
there appears to be a lack of the depth of 
knowledge required to embark on anything as 
ambitious as circular economy participation.

1 in 10 still don’t have 
any formal processes 
in place for keeping 

a check on their 
environmental impact 

While 89% responded 
that their employers have 
reduction goals related to 

recycling, waste diversion and 
energy consumption - over 

a quarter (28%) chose not to 
qualify how they substantiate 

and quantify these targets 

Similarly, the same number 
struggled to say what their 

organization’s first step 
towards a circular economy 
model might be; while nearly 
a third (31%) see employing 

modular methods of 
construction as the biggest 

step in the right direction

“Companies are feeling 
squeezed about climate from 
all sides. It’s growing from all 
stakeholders. Our employees 
think about it much more, our 
customers are talking much 
more about it, and society is 
expecting us to show up.”

Hans Vestberg, CEO of  
telecom giant Verizon 
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The broad perspective: Dr. Ioannis Ioannou

Just as Hans Vestberg talks about companies being ‘squeezed’ from all 
sides, Dr. Ioannis Ioannou - who has been observing ‘high sustainability’ 
businesses for almost two decades - sympathizes with this feeling of 
overwhelming pressure. 

However, he is also very clear about the significant business benefits 
sustainability brings - well beyond the ‘green agenda’. 

His extensive research unequivalently shows that most businesses 
that voluntarily, but genuinely, pursue environmentally focused policies 
outperform more traditional organizations - both financially and 
operationally. Why? Because they adopt an altogether different mindset. 
One that is much more open and collaborative.  

Towards more sustainable 
workplace strategies

Acknowledge the need for collaboration:  
find ways to come together in pursuit of the 
greater good, while promoting competitiveness. 

“The truth is these issues 
affect entire industries and 
are simply too big for one 
company to tackle alone. 
The challenge is, that when 
companies come together 
they do so to collaborate 
on inputs; while still 
competing on outputs.” 

STEP  2
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“Large companies can 
lead the supply chain to be 
more responsible and small 
companies will do, what 
they need, to be a part of 
it - there is this ‘spillover’ 
effect that legitimizes 
smaller companies to be 
more responsible.”

Almost half (45%) of the organizations 
surveyed by CoreNet and Tarkett were not 
affiliated with any of the world leading 
member bodies driving sustainability. 

Yet, collaboration up, down, and across the 
supply chain is key. It is essential to tackle 
these issues on an industry level; learning 
together how whole systems can be improved.

Because being fully committed to the circular 
economy means much more than translating 
overarching policy into a handful of actions 
and a clever marketing strategy. Green-wash 
simply won’t do. 

Activists are on the hunt for those that don’t 
‘walk the talk’ and that’s a scary place for 
businesses that are striving to do good, 
investing in change but inevitably still have  
a way to go. 

But, by working together and seeking a 
more rounded view - looking especially to 
Western Europe and the Nordic countries - 
U.S. enterprises could find inspiration and 
translatable elements. 

There is no shame in learning from each 
other as we go. Collaboration is not about 
the collective feel-good factor, it’s a ‘must’ for 
industries to move forward.

Going against 
the grain
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The built environment 
perspective:  
Ryan Ware, Vantis
Ryan Ware, Co-Founder of an offsite 
interior construction firm based in Northern 
California, passionately agrees with this 
sentiment. 

In his experience, it’s only when something 
has been proven and becomes common 
practice that the majority of organizations 
embrace adoption. Yet nothing becomes 
proven, legitimate, or commonplace without 
collaboration.

The construction industry, Ware says, is in 
a state of inertia. Just as it took 40 years 
for drywall to be accepted as a faster, 
cheaper, cleaner alternative to plaster, the 
prefabrication market is fighting against the 
same conventional mindset. 

Offsite, as a methodology, he believes, has 
the potential to solve a lot of the longstanding 
issues in the built environment - making it a 
more sustainable model from an economic, 
environmental and social standpoint. 

Yet, ‘prefab’ suffers from a perception 
problem; it is seen as restrictive and costly. 
But, fundamentally, its challenges come down 
to a lack of established process and workflow; 
it’s a collaboration issue. 

After 20 years in construction and reflecting 
on his own time as an architect, Ware 
acknowledges that short-sighted design 
decisions can make it difficult to adjust to new 
norms. A challenge many workplaces are now 
facing in their varying stages of the ‘return to 
the office’. 

“I look at my own mistakes. I had 
no idea things would advance at 
such an accelerated pace. You can 
inadvertently tether the client to 
something simply because you 
don’t know how to adapt. 

We can’t predict the future -  
we never could - but we can  
work together to build in 
resilience by overcoming 
resistance to change.”
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The design perspective: Sandra Tripp, Managing Director and Principal, Huntsman 
Architectural Group, NYC

It’s one thing to build new infrastructure, but it’s another to retrofit existing building structures 
and infrastructures to be sustainable. It takes time to renovate aging stock that’s energy 
inefficient and restrictively laid out.

The fact that 41% of surveyed organizations are beginning to evaluate their real estate 
portfolio from a circular economy perspective, however, shows that the impetus is growing 
to go through the pain barrier of making the necessary changes. 

Employers know they need to do so, to meet the demands of their people and environmental 
goals. Property investors are prudent that it strengthens their competitive standing and 
sustainability credentials.

Sandra Tripp and her team, recently completed a project where they found reuse and 
repurposing added value to the bottom line - and the company culture. 

The latest figures from the Environmental Protection Agency estimate 569 million tons of 
construction and demolition debris were generated in the USA in 2017. This includes steel, 
wood products, drywall and plaster, brick and clay tile, asphalt shingles and concrete.

Adapt along the way: the design decisions that 
show organizations are starting to re-evaluate their 
real estate from a circular economy perspective. 

“Practicing commercial interiors 
- especially in NYC - is often 
an exercise in how to make the 
most of the building you are in. 
The fact that we are continually 
reinventing spaces within an 
existing core and shell does 
not diminish the staggering 
statistics regarding the amount 
of demolition and construction 
waste that new interior office 
build outs contribute to.”

Towards more sustainable 
workplace strategies

STEP  3
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Repurposing as a real estate strategy
Huntsman’s clients are all too familiar with these statistics. The firm has seen an 
increase in briefs to creatively repurpose existing spaces to a new set of needs, without 
wiping everything out and starting from scratch. 

Of course - every building is unique and will each take a specific approach based on its 
design and operation. However, if space can be repurposed without having to heavily invest 
in building MEP infrastructure and new structural walls, it offers exciting scope for more 
sustainable development in highly desirable city centre locations.

The majority (53%) of 
organizations surveyed are 
not re-evaluating their current 
portfolios from a circular 
economy perspective, suggesting 
that for all the distance we’ve 
already come, there’s more to 
go. Organizations that can look 
at this as an opportunity rather 
than an obstacle will surely go 
the furthest.
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Case study: The real-world challenges  
of exploring existing stock
One growing law firm with a longstanding commitment to 
sustainability took the opportunity to engage Huntsman to help 
reset its real estate strategy with repurposing in-mind.

The resulting brief was to find a space in the NYC Flatiron district 
that already had an interior fit out that closely matched their program 
needs. By sticking closely to their beliefs, the law firm received an 
exceptional office space that is sustainably sensitive as well as a 
prudent financial investment. 

Space utilization and furniture strategies were developed with 
flexibility as a priority to minimize expensive and wasteful future 
reconfiguration. For instance, while existing glass-front offices 
built along the perimeter were retained, internal workstations were 
converted into interior offices. By fitting these additional internal 
rooms with walls held away from the ceiling, the team could retain 
existing overhead ductwork, electrical, and sprinkler infrastructure, 
greatly reducing the amount of new materials used. 

Named one of Crain’s 2019 ‘Best Places to Work in New York City’, the 
merits of being adaptable are clearly paying off for this law practice.

Photography credit ©Ines Leong / L-INES Photo



Knowing that there will be trade-offs, difficulties in implementation, and 
an ongoing need for experimentation is all part of the circular economy 
methodology and is actually integral to its success.

When organizations are called upon to fundamentally change their business 
models it is, without doubt, financially risky, needs strong and single-minded 
leadership and an appetite for innovation. 

That’s why Dr. Ioannou finds it surprising that only 2% of surveyed organizations 
admit that they have not yet found a fiscally viable way to make a real 
commitment to sustainability. 

As testament to the magnitude of what’s involved in making the necessary 
strides, multinational management consultancy, Capgemini, proclaims it is the 
biggest business change problem the firm’s ever faced. 

Pledging to achieve carbon neutrality within its own operations by 2025, leaders 
recognize it’s an evolution that will take at least a decade. 

Accept the struggle: only then can we, 
collectively, attain better sustainability ratings 
and raise expectations when it comes to material 
specification and design.

“These are difficult problems 
to resolve - it would be 
strange not to struggle. Those 
that accept the struggle as a 
normal part of the process, 
and embrace the uncertainty 
along the way, will ultimately 
win-out. Not all businesses 
will successfully make the 
transition. Sustainability is the 
mother of disruption.”

Towards more sustainable 
workplace strategies

STEP  4
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“Genuinely 
committing to the 
circular economy 
isn’t about 
compliance; it’s 
about leading  
the way.”

Progressing at a 
manageable pace

Certainly, there is a need to manage the speed 
of transition. It’s important to have a  long-term 
plan but to also celebrate the short-term wins. 

Adopting and ingraining the circular economy 
model into every aspect of the operation 
(impacting process, production, procurement,  
and personnel decisions) has to have stages. 

Manufacturers need to learn new materials and 
make product changes that have an inevitable 
knock-on effect down the supply chain. It is the 
most audacious of goals and remaining cost-
competitive takes multidisciplinary task teams. 

As Dr. Ioannou highlights, it shouldn’t be seen 
solely as the responsibility of a nominated CSR 
representative. In fact, it demands specific 
knowledge and different organizational constructs 
with the most forward-thinking companies 
engaging climate scientists to help tackle  
the challenge. 

So far the construction industry has escaped 
scrutiny. But in a post-pandemic world, there 
are calls for a greener, more equal economy to 
emerge. In the words of the International Energy 
Agency (IEA), when the crisis passes the world 
economy will bounce back: emissions must not. 

The 68% of businesses that are looking to 
undertake circular economy initiatives in the 
next 1-5 years, should take heart. As academic, 
business and industry insiders concur, it will be a 
journey and it won’t be without its struggles. But it 
will be worth it. 

After all - Dr. Ioannou’s longitudinal study shows - 
when it’s done right, it’s not just a corporate social 
responsibility badge; it’s an engine for innovation, 
profitability and purpose.
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The circular economy is all encompassing 
- delivering important economic, 
environmental and social outcomes. 

The issues impact entire industries - they are 
too great to tackle alone and collaboration is 
critical for positive change.  

The journey is ongoing - just as a circle has 
no definitive end, being truly committed to 
the program takes time and endurance. 

Most importantly, budget 
holders should not see 
ongoing investment 
in improving their 
sustainability credentials 
as a cost on the balance 
sheet, but an investment 
in the future.

For many organizations, as the research shows, this 
remains an untenable position to take. Leveraging the 
current mood helps corporations make an undeniable 
business case for coming full circle and putting 
sustainability back on the boardroom agenda and squarely 
in the hearts and minds of their leadership teams.

Rather than being berated for lack of progress, 
corporations should be afforded the opportunity to take 
stock and reset ambitious yet realistic targets.

Conclusion

“There is no 
business case 
for not being 
sustainable.”
James Robey, Head of 
Corporate Sustainability, 
Capgemini
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The all encompassing nature of the circular economy is such that the economic, 
environmental and social returns may be great - but unlocking its potential also takes 
great courage, commitment and a more responsible form of capitalism:

It means completely rethinking business models and, for product manufacturers, 
dissecting what goes into the process. While ‘upcycling’ is held up as the high 
watermark for sustainability, for it to truly stick, we collectively need to re-evaluate the 
specification process. Embracing the idea of renewal in everything we do.
 
Only when this is the material reality can we upgrade the 
world’s building stock, help attain better sustainability ratings 
and raise expectations to a circular economy standard.
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“Global business leaders 
need to embrace a more 
responsible form of 
capitalism that, among other 
things, forces companies 
to act “as a steward of 
the environmental and 
material universe for future 
generations.”
Klaus Schwab, Founder & CEO,  
World Economic Forum



Appendix
Understanding The Circular Economy 

The circular economy is widely regarded as being the most 
progressive sustainability strategy because of its ambitious targets 
and innovative tool sets. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation* is a 
prominent champion of this methodology - based on the principles 
of designing out waste and pollution, keeping products and materials 
in-use, and regenerating natural systems.

By the nature of its approach, it requires organizations to make a full 
and prolonged commitment towards adopting its principles. Involving 
not only a complete shift in mindset but, often, a complete overhaul of 
existing business models. 

*The Ellen MacArthur Foundation is a UK registered charity with international membership, which aims to 
inspire a generation to re-think, re-design & build a positive future through the framework of a circular economy.
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WE ARE 
SHIFTING TO  

A SYSTEM  
WHERE WE

Regenerate  
natural  

systems

Design out waste  
and pollution

Keep products and 
materials in use

Circular Economy as illustrated by The Ellen MacArthur Foundation



This was report was commissioned by Tarkett USA in collaboration with 
international market research company, CoreNet Global. The Rethinking The 
‘Sustainable’ Workplace Initiative is being run alongside a wider workplace  
research initiative being undertaken by Tarkett.

We will be launching the next two reports in this three-part series in the coming months, which 
explore ‘Diversity and Inclusion’ and the ‘Fluid Office’. 

Tarkett, The Great Indoors & Rethinking Workplace global study 

The Great Indoors is a digital platform where we bring together industry research, thought leader 
contributions and focus group insights that explore what makes ‘The Great Indoors’, great.  

We made it our mission a decade ago to understand how we can help create ‘The Great Indoors’. 
With a focus on health and wellbeing, we set about designing flooring systems that counteract 
some of the challenges of being inside for such a large part of our lives. We recognize that since 
we started this journey, things have inevitably moved on. That today health and wellbeing in a wider 
‘future of work’ context is as much about the emotional as it is the physical environment. 

We spend 90% of our time indoors, but how we spend that time is changing. As part of our ongoing 
project, we are exploring the impact of this on the A&D community.  

Through our ongoing research initiatives, we aim to provide a better understanding of how changing 
behavioural trends might impact on commercial office design. How the lines between the personal 
and the professional, work and life, have long been blurring. We wanted to uncover how this trend is 
impacting on the design and specification of office environments, with the aim of facilitating wider 
discussion that gets to the heart of how we - designers, specifiers, suppliers - can all play a part in 
making ‘The Great Indoors’ indeed great and geared up for a new way of working.

To date, Tarkett has gathered data from more than 8,900 office workers worldwide and hosted 
focus groups, seminars and webinars with architects and designers to discuss its findings, all with 
the aim of stimulating innovation and collaboration on best practice workplace design. 

Discover more about the Rethinking Workplace initiative at www.thegreatindoors.eu. 

19




