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RESPONDING TO  
ACCELERATED CHANGE 
Returning to the office is not simply 
reopening the doors. It’s about showing 
staff the value of balancing time in 
the workplace, such as face-to-face 
collaboration and the synergies that 
come from chance encounters or informal 
conversations, and time working from 
home. It’s also critical to communicate 
efforts to improve building health. 

This translates to changes in office space, 
offering more flexibility and increased 
automation, a healthier environment, and 
breaking down the barriers between workers 
in the office and those at home. There are 
considerable challenges to consider.

Many of those challenges aren’t new; 
instead, the pandemic has thrown them 
into sharp relief, exposing the issues around 
digital transformation and the value of 
work/life balance. The office was already 
changing; the events of 2020 greatly 
accelerated the pace.

It’s time to rethink the office, focusing 
on the people who use the space every 
day. In an ultra-competitive job market, 
candidates are weighing work/life 
balance and workplace experience as 
important considerations. This puts a 
greater focus on the occupant experience. 
In turn, this creates growth potential in 
a new market segment for commercial 
real estate: premium office spaces that 
use technology and data to create more 
welcoming and supportive workspaces, 
while simultaneously fostering safety, 
productivity, collaboration and more.

WHAT IS “OCCUPANT 
EXPERIENCE”? 
We’re all familiar with the software term 
“user experience,” or the combined 
elements that make applications easy to 
use and understand. Occupant experience 
takes the same approach to buildings and 
offices, combining all the ways we interact 
with workplaces with technology to support 
well-being, satisfaction and productivity. 
In shorthand, that translates to “well-being 
enhanced by technology.” 

Occupant experience isn’t only sitting at a 
desk or in a meeting room; it covers every 
interaction with the building, starting with 
the commute. The greatest focus is on the 
building, from the entrance, through the 
lobby, and into elevators and staircases. 
Once an occupant is on their floor, it covers 
the traditional areas of a workplace: offices, 
meeting rooms, focus spaces, breakrooms, 
kitchens, even restrooms.

The associated needs are clear: occupants 
and visitors want a workspace or building 
that is adaptable, safe, flexible and above all, 
friendly. What’s needed is a way to make that 
experience customized, easy and seamless, 
no matter who they are.

MANAGING OCCUPANT 
EXPERIENCE 
Smart buildings aren’t new. For the last two 
decades, Honeywell has been integrating 
automation into new builds and retrofitting 
existing structures with a focus on 
operational and energy efficiencies that 
make buildings easier to run and help reduce 
energy costs. The technologies that deliver 
an improved occupant experience take that 
idea further, creating a seamless experience. 

Imagine if the occupant experience was truly 
customizable to each specific person or 
could flex based on what a company needs 
on a specific day, such as increasing air flow 
in a certain area because of a company-
wide meeting to account for increased 
occupancy or directing an employee to an 
open seating arrangement upon arriving, 
making it easier for them to get their day 
started. It’s a concept that’s much like the 
new software paradigm of user experience 
management, where instead of monitoring 
whether software is running or not, 
developers explore whether it makes users 
more productive, making sure it empowers 
versus hinders.

A building designed around occupant 
experience does the same, using technology 
to create a responsive environment that’s 
flexible, adapting around its users. It’s 
the next step in building digitization, 
adding more sensors and automation, 
and using machine learning (ML) and 
artificial intelligence (AI) to deliver value 
while reducing demands on building 
management.

2020 was the year everything 
changed for enterprise 
businesses and their 
workers. Revamping the 
occupant experience for 
the new normal is key. 

In early 2020, the long, slow plans 

to digitize operations suddenly 

had to be carried out overnight as 

many offices emptied and staff 

began working from home. Once 

bustling city centers and business 

districts became ghost towns, 

with silent buildings and streets. 

Millions of square meters of office 

space were suddenly empty, 

replaced by video conferences 

and collaborative online spaces.

More than a year later, the slow 

return to the office is starting as 

vaccine programs allow pandemic 

restrictions to lift. Many companies 

are examining ways to safely 

bring workers back into the office, 

including supporting a hybrid 

working model or the office as a 

collaboration hub. This means 

the occupant experience must be 

more engaging, healthier, safer, 

and more customized than ever 

before while organizations also 

manage varying occupancy rates. 

For commercial real estate 

companies, the quality of occupant 

experience will set them apart in 

the future—and potentially help 

drive new growth and revenue. 
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Productivity Boost 

Occupant experience must balance both the 

technological and the human, blending what workers 

want from a workspace (and from an employer) 

with technology that supports those needs. 

Ventilation

Lighting

Environmental controls 

11%

12%

23%

Where possible this should include 
individual response: offering a custom 
environment for a work area, for example, 
from zone lighting, and even zone-based 
temperature, to airflow and noise level. 

Human factors also remain important;  
a modern workspace must respond to the 
needs of a diverse workforce. When done 
correctly, this can create a more cohesive 
workforce, where all participants are valued. 
Working from home, staff have grown 
accustomed to tuning their workspace to 
exactly how they want it, and they expect the 
same from the office. 

SUPPORTING EXPERIENCE  
WITH TECHNOLOGY 
Occupant experience must focus on 
well-being and inclusivity, providing 
spaces tailored to the needs of individual 
employees and their teams. It should 
incorporate a mix of occupant preferences, 
both implicit and inferred. By combining 
data from sensors throughout the building 
with an understanding of how and when the 
building is being used, organizations can 
deliver individual localized environments 
that better support and empower 
occupants. 

Honeywell provides that understanding, 
bringing decades of experience in building 
controls and the technologies that deliver 
occupant experience. Honeywell’s solutions 
deliver ML systems that can respond to 

occupants and their needs, automating 
environmental systems and other  
building controls.

The combination of technologies must unite 
the entire occupant experience beyond 
the typical smart building environmental 
controls. This entails making it frictionless, 
from the point a worker uses their badge to 
enter the building, identifying that worker to 
its systems, or when they sign in as a visitor, 
create a new profile on a first visit or return 
for yet another meeting.

Security is a large part of the occupant 
experience; organizations must guarantee 
that only authorized people have access to 
workspaces. This entails integration with 
registration systems, access management 
services, and even intrusion detection 
and fire alarms. Linking the platform to 
safety systems makes it easier to manage 
evacuations, for example, especially when 
flexible work translates to a fluctuating 
number of workers on site. 

Adding apps to building control systems can 
deliver control and information, especially 
when integrated with tools like internal 
maps and staff directories. Need to find 
someone? An occupant experience system 
can point to where they are sitting, even if 
they’re not at their desk but in a meeting 
room. These systems may also offer workers 
up-to-date traffic and weather reports so 
they can plan their commute.
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Current circumstances make well-being 
a key concern for employees returning 
to the office and any system should help 
manage those concerns. Advanced video 
analytics and image recognition technology 
can identify if workers are complying with 
mask and social distancing guidelines; 
managing ventilation throughput based 
on the number of people in an area can 
help improve indoor air quality. An adaptive 
system can respond to changes in both 
policy and the underlying science, creating 
a safer building environment for workers. 

Honeywell Sine has the capability to help 
manage varying occupancy levels as well as 
prescreening visitors before arrival, helping 
facility managers and operators create 
a simplified site experience that offers 
frictionless access by checking credentials 
with a mobile device through integrations 
with access control systems.  

With flexible workspaces and hybrid 
work, it’s essential to understand who 
is in the office and why they’re there, as 
well as how occupant density changes 
building management strategies. The more 
information the system provides, the better 
organizations can manage and control the 
experience. 

Data collected from occupancy sensors can 
be used to help plan office design changes, 
for example, providing the information 
around appropriate density and how to 
adjust meeting rooms to support both 

home and in-office workers. That same 
information can help facilities managers 
understand energy consumption, turning a 
historically slow budgeting process into a 
dynamic, real-time one that optimizes not 
only the building’s power demands but also 
what each employee needs as they move in 
and out of the office.

Is a room booked for a meeting? What are 
the lighting requirements of the attendees 
or their preferred temperatures? How much 
should ventilation be increased? When were 
the HEPA filters last changed? Using fully 
integrated building technologies, anchored 
by an enterprise performance management 
solution like Honeywell Forge, can provide 
those answers and more, automating the 
room experience before the first occupant 
even walks through the front door of the 
building.

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER 
Smart buildings and building automation 
have made significant progress in offering 
an integrated platform for managing office 
environments, but it’s not enough to deliver 
an individual custom occupant experience. 
This means thinking beyond the building to 
floors and zones, specific rooms, and even 
individual desks or workspaces.

What’s needed is a way to unite these 
disparate systems into a single platform 
using modern control system technologies. 
This involves integrating sensors, 
devices, and even different management 

solutions from different vendors, using 
open standards where possible, to create 
a complete enterprise performance 
management platform.

In software engineering there’s a growing 
movement around the development of 
control planes, or common platforms where 
different technologies can be managed 
through one screen. This technique adds 
intelligence to a system, incorporating 
legacy systems into an adaptive, responsive 
whole. A modern occupant experience 
platform offers a control plane for your 
building.

As more sensors and devices are added 
to the building control plane, it becomes 
more responsive, with the opportunity to 
become more intelligent. The more you can 
measure, the easier it is to provide a safer, 
healthier and more comfortable workplace 
for people. That becomes more important 
as flexible, hybrid work patterns take hold, 
where the same space may be shared by 
different people with different needs at 
different times. 

The goal is to help occupants make a deeper 
connection with the building. It’s not purely 
a matter of environmental controls and 
keeping a sweater at your desk to stave off 
the office chill—it’s delivering information 
to worker’s devices to engage with and 
inform them.

THE 3-30-300 RULE

Commercial real estate specialists 

Jones Lang LaSalle undertook a 

study of the costs associated with 

renting office space, examining how 

occupancy costs break down per square 

foot of space. It’s a way for tenants to 

determine where to spend and where 

to save to maximize revenue. The 

rule states that for every square foot 

of space, the average annual costs 

are: $3 on utilities, $30 on rent, and 

$300 on salary. In other words, the 

“3-30-300 rule.” This formula must be 

balanced against the revenue earned 

for each square foot of real estate.1

The question tenants have to ask 

is, where do they need to spend 

to improve productivity and to 

optimize the $300 per square foot 

that ties to salary. Will spending 

more on rent, on a property that 

provides a much-improved occupant 

experience, boost productivity?

It certainly seems so. Research from 

the World Green Building Council2 

and from Cornell University3 found 

that better ventilation can boost 

productivity by 11%, better lighting can 

improve it by 23% and providing better 

environmental controls can improve 

it by 12%. Occupant experience is 

clearly an important factor when 

optimizing the newly flexible office 

space with lower occupant densities, 

where fixed costs are the same.
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This new occupant experience 
platform must do more than 
manage buildings; it also needs 
to be aware of the changing social 
environment around it. 

That means that even while it’s powered 
by occupant information, it must remain 
compliant with regulations—from corporate 
policies to national laws and international 
regulations. We live in a world where even 
our ambient data is valuable, and if we’re 
to trust our buildings we need to know that 
they’re compliant.

ADDING VALUE TO BUILDINGS 
While occupants are important, they’re not 
the only audience for these new platforms. 
Both building management teams and 
corporate real estate companies need to 
see the value in systems that empower 
occupants while making buildings more 
cost effective. Digital business processes 
can change at the click of a button, in turn 
changing demands on buildings. As usage 
patterns evolve, so do business models, and 
tools like Honeywell’s are ready to support 
them.

It’s clear that tenants will want something 
new from their premises and landlords will 
need to respond. Occupant experience 
platforms are one option. They provide the 
necessary combination of security and 
amenities that tenants are looking for, with 
the flexibility to cater to businesses that 
need to move at digital speeds. Building 
owners must support these demands for 
flexibility, striking a balance between the 
amenities of the office and the new hybrid 
work model, making one as attractive as 
the other and as easy to switch between as 
putting on a different outfit in the morning.

When done right, an occupant experience 
platform makes working from the office as 
valuable as working from home, especially 
if it supports the transition between the 
two. Hybrid work models are part of the 
new normal and organizations must enable 
seamless collaboration no matter where 
their employees are located. 

There’s a lot to consider around retooling 
the office for flexible, hybrid work. Done 
correctly it can add value to real estate 
portfolios—and using integrated office 
platforms like Honeywell’s can help deliver 

healthier, safer, and more efficient spaces 
that are more profitable and ready for future 
changes. 

THE BOTTOM LINE 
If much of the last decade involved 
understanding the basics of work/life 
balance, the next will be about finding the 
balance between workplace and home. 
It’s clear that the future of work is a more 
human one, where the physical occupant 
experience and the virtual user experience 
meet. 

It is up to organizations and commercial real 
estate firms to find that balance, using it 
to drive new value from office space, using 
technologies from Honeywell to deliver new 
experiences, and building out premium 
occupant experiences. When done right, 
tomorrow’s environment will be more than 
occupant experience management—it will 
be built around a holistic human experience 
management platform that delivers well-
being supported by technology. 

 

1	    https://www.us.jll.com/en/trends-and-insights/workplace/a-surprising-way-to-cut-real-estate-costs

2	    https://www.worldgbc.org/sites/default/files/compressed_WorldGBC_Health_Wellbeing__Productivity_Full_Report_Dbl_Med_Res_Feb_2015.pdf

3	    https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2004/10/warm-offices-linked-fewer-typing-errors-higher-productivity

honeywell.com

Occupant experience is a two-way street, providing metrics 

and information to users and managers at the same time. 
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