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Disruptive Thinking

Preface 01

Even in industry sectors where the 
corporate workplace continues to 
dominate, (such as within fi nancial 
services where security and customer 
data protection dictates that people 
need to work within a secure 
environment), it is clear that the 
modern offi ce needs to be vibrant and 
attractive, drawing those with a choice 
of where to work in, whilst providing 
everyone with a motivating connection 
to the organisation and it’s culture.

In this way the offi ce is moving well 
beyond just being a production 
house, a container or factory for 
work. The role of the workplace now 

needs to embrace this, supporting 
people in their individual and collective 
enterprise, encouraging dynamic 
working which, through innovation 
and change, sets new parameters 
in people’s behaviour, working and 
management styles.

In most cultures around the world 
food has a central place in not only 
our daily wellbeing, but also in our 
interactions with others. So should it 
in the modern organisation. To see 
it as just a necessary refuelling is to 
miss most of its potential. Deployed 
properly, with creativity, Food at Work 
has the potential to be so much more:

As new technologies progress the offi ce is only one 
of the places where work can be done. But as work 
becomes ever more fl uid in its nature and place, so 
the ties between the employee and organisation can 
become weaker. The rise of engagement as a key 
enterprise-wide performance characteristic serves to 
emphasise this.

• Not just a refuel, but a healthy
source of nourishment.

• Not just a crowded lunch,
but an all-day pleasure.

• Not just a pre-packed
convenience, but a
prepared experience.

• Not just a dining hall, but the 
heartbeat of a community.

Hence this in-depth review of
the new art of the possible for
‘Food at Work’, now and in the 
foreseeable future.
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“ In most cultures around the world food has a 
central place in not only our daily wellbeing, 
but also in our interactions with others.”
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Disruptive Thinking

“The number of people in the world who
are obese or overweight in 2014 has topped 

2.1 billion, up from 875 million in 1980. 
  And the UK has the third highest rates in 

Western Europe, with 67% of men and 57% 
of women overweight or obese while in the 

USA 60% of adults are obese.”

Executive Summary

Food and drink are central to human 
behaviour. We eat together as a family and 
choose to socialise with friends over food 
and drink. But all too often in the workplace 
these roles have been forgotten, and sterile 
environments are provided in ‘canteens’ or 
restaurants more concerned with covers and 
footfall than dwell time and enjoyment.
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• We believe that food and drink will 
move away from this functional 
heritage and become a central 
ingredient to a successful workplace. 
The spaces for food will dominate 
buildings by providing focal points, 
hubs and a heart to the environment, 
encouraging and increasingly 
engineering interaction and 
encounters, as well as providing
space for recharge and a ‘pause’ 
during the working day. 

• Health and Wellbeing now high 
on the corporate agenda. Medical 
research points to a range of health 
risks associated with sitting or being 
sedentary for more than four hours 
a day including heart/cardiovascular 
disease, diabetes, cancer, obesity, high 
blood pressure, muscle degeneration, 
back ache and neck pain as well as 
osteoporosis. The number of people 
in the world who are obese or 
overweight in 2014 has topped
2.1 billion, up from 875 million in 
1980. And the UK has the third 
highest rates in Western Europe,

with 67% of men and 57% of women 
overweight or obese while in the USA 
60% of adults are obese.

• A white collar worker now sits for 
an average of 8.9 hours each day. 
And so encouraging activity is one 
of the key themes in this report. Our 
recommendation is that the provision 
of food and drink at work moves from 
being seen as a ‘service’ or amenity 
to a central part of the workplace, 
integrated into an agile work strategy.

• Activity Based Food (ABF) should be 
integrated into a wider approach to 
Activity Based Working (ABW) so that 
the two are complementary and part 
of a joined up strategy. ABF spaces 
can form (if correctly designed) the 
essential ‘fl ex’ space that agile work 
requires for success. And ABF spaces 
can be creative, imaginative and 
unusual – providing a needed contrast 
to workplace planning and design.

• Our 7 ‘Peas’: people, place, product, 
physiology, performance, productivity 
and partnership defi ne the key 

ingredients in a successful strategy. 
They demonstrate the breadth of 
thinking needed to achieve not just
a rounded approach but also the
reach that food and drink can have
on workforce effectiveness, health
and wellbeing.

• Any knowledge-based business will 
want to get the best out of its people, 
and so approaches that use food 
as ‘glue’, to engineer serendipity or 
provide places to interact, think or just 
work are part of a new approach. But 
non-knowledge based environments, 
from distribution hubs to call centres 
also need to understand the benefi ts 
of a new approach. From healthier 
options at attractive price points to 
out-of-hours innovation, there is a 
range of opportunities for change. 

•  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs identifi ed 
the difference between the physical 
and the emotional and these should
be identifi ed and realised within
a strategy. 
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The coffee house, shop and lounge have been 
models that have historically created some of
the greatest exchanges and institutions. And 
today the growth and development of coffee 
shops demonstrates the pull of brand, caffeine, 
product innovation and atmosphere. The 
attributes that made the coffee shop successful, 
both yesterday and today, should be translated 
into the modern workplace.

• Psychology has a part to play. Placing healthy 
snacks, and water at eye level increases 
consumption. And research from Cornell 
University has shown that reducing plate sizes or 
providing pre-plated meals reduces portion size.

• The site population, where 400 people and above 
allow for the provision of a restaurant, usually 
determines the physical space and categorisation 
of offer. But this needs to take account of local 
competition and employee profi le.

•  Subsidy is a key area for decision-making and 
the trend has been towards nil-subsidy. However, 
where strong local competition exists, usage 
rates can fall as low as 18% and the company 
suffers from downtime with employees leaving 
the building and the opportunity cost of missed 
chances for collaboration and socialisation.

•  One of the critical success factors is developing a 
better brief and this should be achieved through 
joined up thinking with a food provider that is 
engaged at the beginning of a project. And we 
believe that a specialist restaurant architect or 
designer or a separate team from the workplace 
planners could be used to differentiate the space.

• Food and drink space should look and feel 
different. Through great interior design, 
innovative furniture (that may not comply with 
space planning effi ciency – the round table is 

most conducive for eating together), lighting 
and sound levels (that provide a contrast to the 
workplace) as well as art, atmosphere and vista, 
dramatic and attractive spaces can be created.

• From our design competition the judges voted 
Roger Ferris & Partners as winner. Their entry – 
Core Food – provides an innovative approach that 
uses food to project the corporate identity and 
proposes three elements – the scaffold, atrium/
stair and the growing wall. These elements create 
focus and excitement, providing a solution that 
adds ‘gardens’ into the workplace. As the offi ce 
becomes less mechanised, a more human scale 
and ‘natural’ approach can be achieved.

• New technology will also enable new innovations, 
especially around collaboration and interaction 
by knowing ‘who’s in’ or by using internal social 
networks to invite people to lunch. Technology 
will also allow feedback to colleagues and chefs 
as well as calorie counting as part of an holistic 
health and wellbeing approach.

• Payments will become cashless, using smart 
phones for transactions as well as gathering
data on food consumption within an ‘app’ 
designed to measure wellbeing. Trust will result 
in self-service check outs. Activity based food will 
encourage walking at work and this can offset 
calories consumed.

• Other innovations, from pop-ups to roof top 
gardens all add to the mix – that food and drink 
can permeate a workplace, providing not just 
space and amenity but in the future something 
that is seen as a means of engaging with staff, 
demonstrating a ‘duty of care’ and creating 
surprise and delight in what are often sterile 
places of work.

“Payments will become cashless, using smart 
phones for transactions as well as gathering data 
on food consumption within an ‘app’ designed to 

measure wellbeing.”
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Disruptive Thinking

Food at Work 03
Food has always been close to the concept of work. 
The word ‘salary’ – the reward for work – comes
from the Latin for salt (‘sal’) where salt was the key 
currency for trade, and instrumental in Venice’s rise
as a commercial centre.

The word ‘company’ also comes from a food-related 
etymology, deriving through military terminology from 
the Latin ‘companio’, translating as ‘one with whom 
you break bread’.

Yet despite the long-standing linguistic and cultural tie 
between food and work, the link between what, when 
and how you eat, and how you perform at work has 
been lost in the design of most modern workplaces.

9
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Our health is also suffering – we are 
becoming overweight. There is a global 
epidemic of obesity, with people eating 
the wrong foods and lacking the amount 
of exercise that a healthy lifestyle 
demands. Obesity and its consequent 
impact on the incidence of diabetes will 
be one of the horrors of 21st century
life, but we can start to do something 
about this at work. Wellbeing, from 
awareness of nutrition through to
being physically active and moving and 
standing during the day will become
key for both employee engagement
and performance.

Engagement can be driven through 
new ideas at work. Cookery classes and 
team building can make use of high 
capital environments such as kitchens by 
extending their use. Chefs can prepare 
part-cooked meals for employees to take 
home, and better quality options can be 
provided for people who work late or 
have unsocial or extended ours.

Ideas on the future of work and 
innovation around how and where work 
is done are well documented. Much 
has been written about future physical 
space, emerging technology, new work 
styles and changing corporate culture, 
but very little has been understood about 
the link between food and drink at work, 
and people’s effectiveness, behaviour 
and wellbeing.

Food and drink are essential ingredients 
at work and they drive workplace 
effectiveness in a number of ways.
At its most basic they provide fuel: the 
energy to maintain a workforce through 
a typical day. But at a different level they 
provide a platform for a more complex 
series of interactions, interventions 
and new ways of working that have 
the potential to improve effi ciency, 
performance and wellbeing.

Most large organisations provide
food and drink, yet this essential area
is poorly understood and no analysis
or data exists to direct decision making,
to allow informed and aligned decisions 
on the provision of food, and to allow 
companies to create global food
service strategies.

Food at Work is a response to this 
situation. It is an on-going research 
programme that seeks to address the 
area of food and drink in the modern 
workplace; a broad ranging study 
that reviews the current situation, the 
external and internal forces that are 
reshaping work and the workplace and 
with it the provision of food and the 
opportunity to rethink how we approach 
that most fundamental aspect of human 
life – eating and drinking. 

For most, today’s situation is dire – food 
spaces are usually bland, predictable, 
utilitarian and underutilised (typically 
only occupied at mealtimes) and are 
often located in the worst part of 
the corporate offi ce building. Those 
eating out of mealtimes graze during 
the day on vended snacks and sugary 
drinks. People are tied to their desks by 
computers, phones and paper and so are 
sedentary for the majority of the working 
day, with short walks to lifts, toilets and 
vending machines being often the only 
exercise people do.

The spaces created for us to eat in are 
normally uninspiring environments 
designed to move people through 
a conveyor belt of self-service, poor 
quality, one-size-fi ts-all ‘refuelling’. All 
too often, the spaces created do not 
conjure the magic and atmosphere of 
great restaurants, bars, pubs or coffee 
shops where we choose to eat and drink 
in our personal time. And outside of the 
lunch hours these valuable spaces remain 
idle, at best used for the odd discussion 
or meeting. And all too often the coffee 
shop closes at 4pm – just when people 
are looking for a space to collaborate 
over a good coffee.

But while food at work has not moved 
on, food at home has witnessed a 
revolution. Interest in celebrity chefs, 
cookery programmes, bake offs and 
recipe books has exploded and brought 
the excitement of food into the 
mainstream. We must now do the same 
for food at work. People are demanding 
and expecting far greater choice and 
quality of food and drink at work, and 
are showing an increasing demand to 
understand the provenance of the food 
they are eating.

“ The spaces created 
for us to eat in are 
normally uninspiring 
environments 
designed to move 
people through a 
conveyor belt of
self-service.”
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The ‘7 Peas’ of
Food at Work 04

The 7 Peas

Partnership

Psychology

People

Performance

Product

Place

Productivity

Through our research we have identifi ed 
the ‘7 Peas of Food at Work’. These set 
the approach and articulate the range
of infl uences and ingredients that must
be brought into the mix to set and
create a food and drink strategy.

Each ‘pea’ has an impact on the
approach to food and drink as well as
the outcomes of a successful strategy.

Disruptive Thinking
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P is for Place
The physical spaces that we create
for food and drink in the workplace
are typically an adjunct to the ‘offi ce’
– seen as ancillary facilities in a 
mono-dimensional view that creates 
‘specialist spaces’ that are underutilised 
as they are suited for specifi c tasks and 
not integrated into a broader dynamic 
working model. Vending machines 
located in so-called ‘tea points’
– a term that would seem more
at home in a factory rather than a 
knowledge-based collaborative space 
– are usually hidden away in dark 
corners; those unusable places on the 
fl oor plate next to the core (lifts, toilets 
and so on) where plumbing can be 
accessed (through wet risers) and 
nothing else can be usefully located. 
Indeed all too often the buildings 
constraints dictate where food and
drink provision are placed, such as the 
top fl oor restaurant to allow for ease
of extraction rather than the optimum 
place for people to congregate. 

The design of food and drink space 
is often limited in its creativity, with 
predictable furniture, planned in 
unimaginative layouts adjacent to a 
server designed for effi cient throughput. 
The contrast between the places we eat 
in the offi ce and those we choose in our 
personal lives – great restaurants, cafes 
and bars – to spend our money are plain 
to see. Why shouldn’t the offi ce have 
space that is as good as the places we 
choose to use on the high street or in
the mall? 

P is for People
At the centre of our model is people, 
including not just employees, but also 
the customers, contractors, potential 
recruits, shareholders and other 
audiences who interact physically with 
an organisation. At present, the key 
driver for the provision of food and 
drink is to fuel, nourish, water, stimulate 
and entertain. But this is a limited view. 
People are different and we can segment 
by age, gender, ethnic background, 
religion and health profi le. Food is one 
of the key manifestations of culture, 
geography and ethnicity and so can 
be used to celebrate diversity within a 
corporation. The enjoyment of food,
its role in community and society 
provides opportunity for innovation 
within a workplace. We believe in 
a people-centred, heterogeneous 
approach to food and drink with 
enjoyment and socialisation as central 
tenants. Wellbeing is also rising up 
the corporate agenda and a people-
centred approach focuses on the needs 
of a population. We also believe that 
quality of food and drink, atmosphere 
and innovation in physical space can 
differentiate experiences for current and 
future clients or customers as well as 
prospective recruits.

12
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And why is food space – usually the 
‘staff canteen’ – still based on a ‘tools 
down’ synchronous lunch break that 
owes its origins to the Fordism and the 
production line. People no longer need 
to stop at the same time to eat, and 
there is increased awareness of different 
individual preferences.

Food and drink space should be a part 
of an activity based approach to the 
provision of workspace and identifi ed 
as part of a ‘day in the life of’ model 
(DILO). As people have adopted new 
ways of working, such as dynamic or 
agile solutions, where people have 
choice between a variety of spaces and 
settings, food and drink should be a 
core part of that mix. Key work activities 
such as concentrating, collaborating, 
contemplating and communicating 
can be enabled through spaces for 
food and drink that are graduated by 
differences in noise, ambience, lighting 
and design. Eating space should not be 
homogenous; we propose an approach 
defi ned as Activity Based Food (ABF), 
recognising that people should choose 
different places to eat based on their 
task, the people they need or want to be 
with, their mood and preference; just as 
they choose in their personal lives.

Perhaps this means using different 
designers for food space, rather than 
workplace specialists? Or perhaps a more 
ambitious brief is required? Certainly 
involving experts at an early stage, such 
as the catering provider and a restaurant 
designer, will make a big difference and 
result in a more innovative approach to 
place and environment. 

P is for Product
Product is the food and drink served, 
including the range and choice, brand 
and positioning, price and ‘value for 
money’ as well as freshness, quality and 
ingredients. It recognises the range of 
infl uences on what people buy as well 
as the opportunity to innovate, locally 
source and match expectations and 
aspirations. Product also represents a 
transactional experience, where for 
most employees it is the only time that 
they spend their own money inside the 
workplace. It is a personal and often 
emotive purchasing decision.

What is on offer and the price point have 
a huge impact on the success of the food 
and drink provision. We have found very 
low utilisation of food facilities overall, 
with the majority of people in any given 
company either bringing their own food 
or using external offers.

Enhancing the product and getting 
the price point right is fundamental to 
success, not just for the provider but also 
for the organisation looking to maximise 
both ‘the offer’ and gain the benefi ts of 
staff interaction and reduced downtime.

P is for Physiology
Food and drink change the chemical 
balance in our bodies throughout the 
day more than any other physiological 
factor, and subsequently have a 
signifi cant impact on mood, behaviour, 
concentration, energy levels and 
productivity. Food and drink at work 
must be designed to work with and 
enhance our physiology and an 
awareness that humans have a circadian 
rhythm that varies through the working 
day should be applied to the planning
of ABF. 

There is also a proven link
between wellbeing and stress. Our 
Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS) 
regulates heartbeat, breathing, the 
stomach and digestive tract. And our 
Vagus nerve activates our PNS, linking 
stress to digestion. Sedentary work, long 
hours, poor access to natural day light 
and fresh air, stress and interruptions 
can all lead to a drop in productivity 
through physiological factors.
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3. Al Desco Diner

People who like to eat on their own 
or with one colleague, they see food 
as a ‘break’ and want a change of 
atmosphere or environment to achieve 
‘down time’ away from the desk. Private 
settings and places to be alone are 
needed in the mix.

4. Power Luncher

Bringing together direct reports, 
colleagues or clients to have a
‘working lunch’ using food as part of
the working day. ‘Dining rooms’ can be 
created to allow groups to feel like they 
are eating together. But also space to
eat adjacent to meeting and team
rooms provides a better way of 
benefi ting from food as a tool for 
exchange and ideas development. 

5. Corporate Athlete

Focused on health and wellbeing, 
they want to eat good, fresh food and 
understand nutritional impacts. ‘Food 
as theatre’ is important, with healthy 
branded options. They will combine
food with exercise and often ‘graze’
or eat on the fl y during the day.

P is for Productivity
Increasing productivity at work is a
‘Holy Grail’, and should be a primary 
aim of any ‘people-centred’ global food 
strategy. Although diffi cult to measure 
directly, the infl uence of food service and 
wellbeing on productivity at work can 
be demonstrated, and a corresponding 
return on investment calculated.

Recent studies in the US involving 
almost 20,000 people from three large 
companies have suggested that eating 
unhealthily can negatively impact 
productivity in the workplace1. Eating 
unhealthy food throughout the working 
day was linked to a 66% rise in risk of 
low productivity at work, while lack of 
regular exercise is linked with a 50% 
increase risk of low productivity2. The 
study went on to estimate that health 
related productivity loss, closely related 
to food, accounts for 77%2 of all 
productivity losses at work and costs 
employers ‘two to three times more than 
annual healthcare expenses’ according 
to study researcher Ray Merrill from 
Brigham Young University2. 

We believe that an ‘activity’ based 
approach with ABF promotes wellbeing 
through movement and the process of 
standing up and walking at work has 
huge benefi ts. The number of people in 
the world who are obese or overweight 
has topped 2.1 billion, up from 875 
million in 1980. And the UK has the 
third highest rates in Western Europe, 
with 67% of men and 57% of women 
overweight or obese3 while in the
USA 60% of the adult population
is obese4. 

P is for Performance
We have recognised a number of 
different behavioural types for how 
people choose to consume food and 
drink as well as their interaction with 
others. This is based on psychometric 
profi ling or personality types and should 
be recognised in the planning of space 
that is aligned to the profi le of the work 
population. For example, space that 
introverts enjoy for eating will contrast 
to those chosen by extroverts. Food 
service must be designed to take into 
account these profi les of employees. We 
have identifi ed fi ve profi les that have 
important roles in the corporation:

1. Coffee Connector 

The classic lets grab coffee and have
a chat demands a café setting, with 
limited queue time and confi dentiality 
through high dB levels. Great for 
collaboration, coffee lounges should 
make an appearance alongside the 
restaurant and cafes should be located 
outside security near reception for
ad hoc, non-confi dential meetings.

2. Socialiser

The ‘lets do lunch’ brings work friends 
together as well as teams – great to 
share information and bond, and to 
‘enjoy work’. ‘Savile Club’ rules where 
people share a bench with no gaps 
means that employees can meet
over lunch. 

14

_011OX_136221A04 CMYK.indd   14 15/01/2015   16:48



Sedentary work, longer commute 
times and computer screens have all 
contributed to this staggering rise 
in unhealthy populations. But the 
workplace can help change this by 
allowing or encouraging people to stand 
and move at work. Studies with standing 
desks have shown that a person would 
burn an additional 20,461 kcal per year 
using a standing desk or about 114 
kcal per day. While studies with walking 
demonstrate that 2-3 hours a day spent 
walking rather than sitting could result in 
a weight loss of 20-30Kg5. 

We are also aware that standing up at 
work has been proven to affect alertness 
and clarity of thought. From Winston 
Churchill to the Privy Council, people 
have stood for work and meetings. 
Standing up to work has clear benefi ts 
for productivity – you think more clearly 
and have shorter meetings – food 
and drink can be a trigger for this, but 
essentially we are suggesting that it is 
framed as part of a broader approach 
that offers choice to the individual and 
raises productivity through a better 
alignment of activities and settings, 
encouraging movement and standing
as part of the mix.

Movement triggers the enzyme Lipase 
that helps reduce the amount of fat 
in the body. Non-exercise activity 
thermogenesis (NEAT) includes walking 
and standing – even a small increase in 
physical activity can increase metabolic 
rate. So movement at least once an hour 
is to be encouraged in the workplace.

P is for Partnership
Food service is fundamentally now part 
of workplace strategy and the service 
provider needs to be engaged to allow 
a bigger picture that is connected rather 
than the usual approach where clients 
look at things in component parts – 
the critical thing is to ensure that all 
aspects of food and drink provision are 
connected. Innovative new players such 
as Benugo have entered the corporate 
space (with their high street experience) 
alongside the more established players 
such as Sodexo, Compass and Aramark. 
We believe that much is down to the 
brief, and to establishing a partnership 
that has a long enough contract length 
to ensure investment and innovation
is achieved.

We predict that greater trust will 
evolve, to where employees check-out 
themselves rather than pass through 
manned cash tills and that people 
engage more through feedback to chefs, 
birthday party celebrations, diet plans, 
cookery classes or takeaway meals.
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