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Earlier this year, Dave Coplin, Chief Envisioning Officer at 
Microsoft UK, launched the book ‘Business Reimagined: Why 
work isn’t working and what you can do about it’. The response 
to what essentially began as a conversation starter has been 
overwhelming. It is evident that there is a growing feeling that 
today’s workplace is no longer fit for purpose, and the inflexibility 
of modern business culture and practices is actually doing more 
to hinder than help spark innovation and productivity in British 
business. 

As part of the next phase in exploring some of the key themes 
outlined in Business Reimagined, Microsoft UK commissioned 
independent research agency, YouGov, to survey just over 2,000 
office workers in the UK during October 2013. The purpose of the 
research was to gauge the attitudes of today’s office workers about 
their feelings towards work, their personal contribution to business 
success, and whether they feel empowered by their organisation to 
do things differently. 

This whitepaper highlights why change is imperative for UK 
organisations today to gain competitive advantage and set a new 
pace in business.  The findings address the need for businesses to 
refocus on innovation during this time when there are glimmers 
of economic recovery, priortise overall business outcomes and 
objectives rather than just the constituent parts and processes, 
and view change - from the incremental to transformative - as a 
positive and necessary step forward. 

Executive 
Summary
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For the purposes of clarity, this whitepaper uses 
the Office of National Statistics (ONS) definition 
of ‘productivity’ which is informed by the Oxford 
English Dictionary:

Productivity can be thought of as being about 
the ability to produce outputs, such as goods or 
services, taking into consideration the amount of 
inputs, such as raw materials, capital and labour, 
used to produce them. High productivity means 
producing as much output as possible using as 
little input as possible.’

Productivity is defined as the ratio between 
output and input. Therefore increasing 
productivity means greater efficiency in 
producing output of goods and services 
from labour, capital, materials and any other 
necessary inputs.’

•

•
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Introduction
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As Prime Minister David Cameron often reminds us, 
the UK is in a global race for trade, jobs and prosperity. 
We’re competing not just with so called ‘developed’ 
countries but against the might of India and China plus 
a whole host of other up and coming countries eager 
to win their share of global trade. 

Ultimately ‘success’ comes down to the people within 
those countries to have the creativity, ideas, and 
drive in order to flourish. The good news is that UK 
employment has never been higher. A substantial 
29.87million of us are in work and most jobs are full 
time and permanent. However, there are question 
marks as to how productive we are whilst at work.  
Official stats from the Office of National Statistics shows 
that we are less productive per hour worked than all 
of our G7 rivals (with the exception of Japan). The US 
and Germany has surged ahead and France too is 
significantly higher. Furthermore, UK productivity has 
actually slipped five percentage points since 2006.

Of course, the success (or not) of the UK workforce 
can’t just be measured in terms of productivity, but 
it does serve as useful benchmark as to how we’re 
performing as a nation. When Microsoft’s Dave Coplin 
penned the book ‘Business Reimagined: Why work isn’t 
working and what you can do about it’, it was based on 
the hypothesis that that the workplace is increasingly no 

longer fit for purpose and that an office-based culture, 
when applied too rigidly, could actually stifle innovation 
and productivity. A few months on, an independent 
study by YouGov of just over 2,000 UK office workers 
confirms this.  

We’re getting bogged down in process and sadly, 77 
per cent consider ‘a productive day in the office’ as 
clearing email, and only one in seven (16 per cent) 
say they are ‘inspired’ by their job. These two statistics 
paints a pretty disheartening picture of UK work culture 
and underlines a deeper challenge for businesses in 
unleashing innovation and ideas from their workforce. 

So what needs to change? Why now? And what can 
businesses do about it? Over the next year we’ll see 
the gap widening between those organisations that are 
prepared to take risks and do things differently, and 
those that aren’t. These organisations will fall into two 
camps; ‘enlightened’ and ‘laggard’.  

‘Laggards’ will carry on as they did before; ‘Enlightened’ 
organisations will be the ones that everyone else 
attempts to emulate. These organisations will attract 
and retain the best talent, pull-in new customers, 
innovate to diversify offerings, and drive competitive 
advantage. The ‘Laggards’ will simply fall behind.
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According to Jessica Pryce-Jones’ book, Happiness 
At Work, the average worker is estimated to spend 
approximately 90,000 hours at work during the course 
of their lifetime. With such a large proportion of our 
lives spent in the office, it is interesting to consider how 
much of that time is actually spent doing meaningful 
work that contributes to pushing organisations 
forward in terms of innovation, competitiveness and 
growth?  What are business leaders doing to build an 
environment that creates a happy workforce which 
empowers people to do their best, and contribute new 
thinking? And are workers actively engaged by the 
work they do? 

During October 2013, Microsoft UK commissioned 
independent research agency, YouGov, to survey more 
than 2,000 office workers in the UK to find out their 
thoughts on exactly this.

•

•

• 

The average worker is estimated
to spend approximately

at work during their lifetime. How 
much of that time is spent doing 
meaningful work that makes a 
difference to an organisation?

90,000 hoursThe Daily Grind

The results indicated that:

A nation of ‘process fanatics’
Innovation in British business is taking a back seat 
as a process-driven, “inbox zero” culture, is taking 
precedence during the daily 9-5

An open-ended working week
UK office workers are uninspired by their jobs and 
working around the clock just to keep up and stay 
ahead

Office culture hampers innovation and creativity 
Today’s office environments are hampering 
innovation and creativity in UK plc
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Organisations that prosper have built cultures that 
inspire and motivate employees to deliver their best. 
There is clearly a desire to do things differently; 
respondents said that ‘creating something new’ (70%) 
and ‘having a great idea’ (67%) would make them feel 
productive. 41% of 18-25 year olds also agree they are 
given the opportunity to ‘make a difference’ at work, 
however, another 33% said they wouldn’t know where 
to start to make change happen. Businesses should 
see this as an untapped resource and an opportunity 
to reimagine how they operate. Those that don’t, risk 
digging their own grave, cultivating a culture that traps 
staff in process and red-tape, instead of giving them 
the opportunity to innovate.

Dave Coplin
Chief Envisioning Officer, Microsoft UK 

“
The Daily Grind: Break the Mould
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UK office workers are so focused on process-driven 
tasks such as managing email traffic and attending 
internal meetings, they struggle to find time to produce 
anything really meaningful during the traditional 
working week. Rather worryingly, 77 per cent consider 
‘a productive day in the office’ as clearing email, 
resembling a victory for process over outcomes.

This culture of prioritising day-to-day process-
driven tasks over outcomes is also swiftly sucking in 
younger generations entering the workplace who 
are more likely to associate productivity with such 
tasks. Around half (51%) of 18-25 year olds surveyed 
believe that attending lots of internal meetings signifies 
‘productivity’. Another 61% also admit to regularly 
emailing the person sitting next to them instead of 
actually talking to them.

This fixation with completing incremental tasks is having 
a detrimental impact on the level of contribution 
individual employees feel they bring to the business. 
When asked, ‘When was the last time you felt you 
made a major contribution to your organisation?’ nearly 
a quarter (23 per cent) responded ‘Never, I don’t feel 
I’ve ever made a major contribution’. Only eight per 
cent felt that they had made a major contribution in the 
last year. 

of UK office workers consider 
a day of clearing email as ‘a 
productive day in the office’ 

77%

A nation of ‘process fanatics’
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Over half (54 per cent) of UK office workers surveyed 
admitted to working weekends, even when they are not 
contractually obligated to do so. Of those that do work 
during the weekend, 55% said it is simply because they 
have too much work to do in the traditional working 
week, they need to work weekends just to keep up and 
get ahead. 

Of the people who are slogging away at weekend, the 
majority said they work up to four hours of overtime. 
Collectively, this equates to over two billion hours of 
unpaid overtime every year.  

It is therefore unsurprising that motivation in the 
workplace is dwindling. According to the research, 
only one in seven (16 per cent) UK office workers are 
actually inspired by their job, a particularly low number 
considering the disproportionate amount of time we 
spend at work during the course of our working lives. 
Nearly a quarter (22 per cent) agreed, ‘I typically am 
not excited by my work – it is just something that I do’. 
Another 8% feel ‘frustrated and disengaged’. 

UK office workers 
potentially doing around

of unpaid overtime at the 
weekend every year 

2 billion hours 

An open-ended working week
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The research indicates that employees feel they would 
perform better with more choice and flexibility and 
not being so tied to a desk.  People need an agile 
workplace where they can choose where they work 
based on their activity or task; they need to escape 
from the tyranny of being tethered to the desk by 
outdated technology.  The future is Activity Based 
Clustering (ABC) - a new approach to work where 
people move between different settings during 
their working day - and so escape the interruptions 
and monotony of the grind and instead find places 
and moments to think, to be inspired, to interact 
and to generate the ideas that improve employee 
engagement and corporate success.

Philip Ross
CEO of UnWork.com 

“

of UK office workers do not feel 
that they have the opportunity 
to make a difference at work

 42% 
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UK office workers feel that the inflexibility of the 
office environment is having a detrimental impact on 
productivity and creativity in the workplace. Over half 
(55 per cent) said that they do not have the head-
space needed in the office to do their best thinking or 
generate new ideas. A similar number (45 per cent) also 
said that they get less than 30 minutes a day without 
any distractions (from colleagues, technology, and 
general office life etc.) to actually think. 

When respondents were asked, ’If you could work 
from anywhere where would you choose?’, only 34 
per cent chose the office. Just under (40 per cent) said 
the environment that would inspire them to produce 
their best quality work is actually away from the office, 
such as their home, the local library or another third 
space. Surprisingly, almost half (44 per cent) of UK office 
workers said that their current employment does not 
have a flexible working policy in place.

Consequently, 41 per cent do not feel empowered by 
their organisation to think differently, and 42 per cent 
do not feel that they have the opportunity to make a 
difference at work. When asked to indicate the main 
reasons why:

56% said ‘hierarchical/ traditional management structures 
make it difficult to stand out and make a difference’

38% said ‘the business is very process-driven and spends 
little time on doing things differently or being innovative - 
it isn’t entrepreneurial’

36% said ‘siloed (i.e. each department working 
individually) working cultures and visions make it difficult 
to get support from across the business’

•

•

•

Office culture hampers 
innovation and creativity
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It’s surprising anyone gets anything done at all these 
days. People are struggling to compartmentalise their 
work. Silent communications such as emails have 
become noisier in their command for attention than 
the average football crowd. Modern offices are plagued 
by too many distractions. Little wonder so many 
people think they can get more work done at home. All 
of us, including senior management, need to find ways 
of working with digital technology that supports not 
only work-style, but life-style. Some of this change is 
counter intuitive, such as trusting employees to deliver 
on expectations and freeing teams to explore their 
own paths to task-completion. Rigid drills and process 
parameters will need to be relaxed as management is 
filtered through to the individual. None of this is easy, 
but management never was.

Richard Donkin
Author of ‘The Future of Work’ 

“
The Daily Grind: Break the Mould
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Break the 
Mould
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Organisations that want to instigate change or 
innovate usually throw technology at the problem – 
and you might expect a company like Microsoft to 
say that’s a good thing! That, however, is only half of 
the solution. To really feel the full force of technology 
and empower employees, businesses need to build a 
culture of adoption, agility and responsiveness. With 
glimmers of economic recovery, now is the time for 
businesses to refocus on innovation and empower 
employees to reimagine their roles and the impact they 
can have on injecting change into the business. This 
will give them the opportunity to do things differently.

Abigail Rappoport
Microsoft Office Division Director, Microsoft UK 

“

UK office workers said that 
‘creating something new’ (70%) 
and ‘having a great idea’ (67%) 
would make them feel productive 
at work

The Daily Grind: Break the Mould
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The research also clearly indicated a strong desire from 
UK office workers to do things differently at work. 

Respondents said that ‘creating something new’ (70 
per cent) and ‘having a great idea’ (67 per cent) would 
make them feel productive at work. 41 per cent of 18-
25 year olds also said that they feel they are given the 
opportunity to ‘make a difference’ by their employer, 
however, 33 per cent said they wouldn’t know where to 
start to make change happen.

It was also evident that UK office workers are 
increasingly becoming frustrated with some of the 
process monotony of everyday working life. When 
asked to select the three things that frustrated them the 
most with daily office life:

45% said ‘having a meeting for the sake of having a meeting’
39% said, ‘getting bombarded by emails not relevant to me’
30% said, ‘using outdated technology at work’
22% said ‘having to constantly delete emails from their inbox’
22% said ‘all the distractions of having to work in an office’

•
•
•
•
•

25% said, ‘allow employees to work from a location of their 
choosing’
24% said, ‘allow employees to devote a portion of their time 
to projects and research of their choosing’
9% said, ‘allow employees to choose their own devices’ (e.g. 
tablet, mobile phone, desktop PC, laptop, etc.) 

•

•

•

A desire for change
When respondents were also asked what would they 
do, ‘If you were made CEO for one day at the business/ 
organisation you currently work for and had the 
opportunity to permanently change one thing which 
your business/ organisation does not currently do’:
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Forward thinking companies are willing to take risks 
– from the incremental to the transformative – to do 
things differently. The organisations that will set a 
new pace in business will be those that nurture new 
thinking, and provide employees with the right culture, 
environment and technology to be more impactful and 
deliver greater value.

Dave Coplin 
Chief Envisioning Officer, Microsoft UK 

“
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Breaking bad habits and 
the need for speed
Nearly one third (30 per cent) of UK office workers 
believe that the business they are currently employed at 
would prefer to settle for what has gone before rather 
than doing things differently. Another 39 per cent also 
agree that their organisation needs to rethink how it 
operates.

The gap between organisations that are prepared to 
take risks and seize change, and those that aren’t, is 
only going to widen. What we will increasingly see is 
organisations fall into two camps; ‘enlightened’ and 
‘laggard’.  

Those that carry on as they did before – ‘laggards’ 
– will not have the same gravitas to attract or serve 
customers as well as competitors, entice or retain 
the best talent, innovate to diversify offerings, or 
strategically push the business forward. ‘Enlightened’ 
organisations will drive a new pace in business, and 

set a new precedent which others will only dream of 
emulating. 

It is important to remember that the lifeblood of any 
organisation is its employees. Spearheading cultural 
and behavioural change within the workplace is more 
than just about ensuring employees are happy at 
work. Building cultures where employees actively feel 
engaged, effective, and see their individual contribution 
to the business as a whole is what businesses need 
to strive for in order to be successful. The laggards 
will just encourage employees who aren’t given the 
opportunity to affect change in the own organisations 
to move elsewhere. Enlightened organisations build 
environments where people thrive and add value.
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As a rapidly growing SMB operating in a highly 
competitive market, it is imperative that we’re able to 
focus on innovation and quickly deliver exciting new 
tea products to our customers. To achieve this, we 
recognise the importance of reimagining the way we 
use technology at Charbrew, ensuring that we leverage 
it to punch above our own weight, as opposed to 
having it define what we are able or unable to do. For 
instance, we leverage Skype to help manage our global 
supply chain, allowing us to build trust with overseas 
manufacturers in Sri Lanka, without the need to have 
a continual physical presence, and dramatically reduce 
the time we’re bringing new products to market.

Adam Soliman
Director and Founder, Charbrew Tea 

“
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Final 
thought

It is evident from the research that British businesses are 
at risk of cultivating a culture that isn’t geared towards 
employees contributing to new ideas and thinking. It 
seems like business leaders have lost sight of the fact 
that we are professional, independent, creative beings, 
employed by organisations to help achieve great 
outcomes. Instead, UK workers are drowning in a world of 
process and are struggling to break the mould.

In a world that requires greater creativity we need to take a more 
flexible approach to both the workplace and the work we do; 
one that provides us both the physical and cognitive space to 
harness the incredible power, insight, and experience we offer, but 
focused not on the individual processes but instead on the overall 
outcomes our organisations are seeking to achieve.

Organisations need to encourage employees to break free from 
the way things have always been done and challenge themselves 
and their employees in new ways of thinking and working.  Now is 
the time to reimagine business, to look at processes and ways of 
working that aren’t working, drive cultural change from within, and 
use new services and devices to improve them. 
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We live in a culture where people think it’s wholly 
appropriate to email the person next to them when, 
in fact, it’s highly ineffective. UK businesses need to 
make a positive cultural change today, and refocus 
workforces around the output and result.

Dave Coplin
Chief Envisioning Officer, Microsoft UK

“
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Background information
The research has been commissioned in the UK as 
part of a global Microsoft initiative, “Get it Done Day”, 
which encourages employers and employees to think 
differently about work, productivity and the use of 
technology in the workplace. For further information 
about the campaign, please visit http://www.
businessreimagined.org and www.office.com/GetItDone, 
or join in the conversation online at @MSFTBusinessUK 
#BizReimagined #GetItDone. 

Microsoft UK commissioned independent research 
agency, YouGov, to survey 2,036 UK office workers 
during October 2013. The survey was carried out 
online. The figures are representative of all UK adults 
(aged 18+).

i The calculation that UK office workers are potentially doing around 
two billion hours of unpaid overtime per year is an estimate based on 
stats gained from the YouGov report and online resources. According to 
the research, 54% of UK office workers have worked weekends, outside 
of contracted hours, and work up to 4 hours during that time.  The 
calculation was therefore based on there being 29.87m people currently 
employed in the UK and the estimate that 4 out of 5 (22.38m) of UK 
employees are desk workers.
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