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Thoughtful Design for 
Asset and Workplace
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Richard O’Neil
Chairman - Asset and Workplace Sector Lead 

Thoughtful design and the desire to make spaces 
that improve lives, sits at the heart of every 
discipline within HLM Architects.

Thoughtful design to 
make assets work 
for you.

At its core our Asset and Workplace sector is about making 
assets work for people. We go beyond design, using 
architecture and creative thinking to drive value from our 
client’s estate and people. Working with Public and Private 
sector clients we create effective business planning and 
funding strategies that can support the ‘case for change’.

Our approach encourages clients to look beyond the 
now and develop future planning that fosters inherent 
value within their organisations. Our unique skills and 
capabilities mean that we support our clients through the 
ideas-journey. Developing the effective strategic planning 
– through to the completion of successful projects.

Asset: We are working with public sector agencies and 
local authorities as well as private sector land holders 
to make their assets drive value for their organisation, 
users and communities. Whether this is through asset 
rationalisation & masterplanning to support regeneration 
within our towns and cities or through effective asset 
optimisation to drive value through initiatives such as One 
Public Estate. Central to our approach are our ambitions to 
engender Social Value, help clients respond to the Climate 
Emergency through innovative and effective design whilst 
bringing forward proposals to support wider Government 
directives such as Modern Methods of Construction 
(MMC), placemaking and asset digitisation. 

Workplace: Through our innovative Workplace 
consultancy offering and creative designers we support 
both public and private sector occupiers who view 
their space as an asset and who are responding to the 
changing needs of the workplace environment. We present 
innovative SMART working patterns and initiatives that 
respond to the post-pandemic workplace demands, foster 
the staff well-being agenda and create the ‘right’ space 
for business functions. This means we are working with 
Owner Occupiers, Landlords and Corporate Occupiers, 
developing new and refurbished office buildings that are 
flexible and effect cultural change within the workplace.

This brochure showcases a snapshot of our work and 
provides and insight to our thought leadership and 
research & development demonstrating the breadth of 
work which underpins our Asset & Workplace sector.
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Introduction 
Our Asset team works with both public 
and private sector clients to help drive 
value from their estates and realise 
tangible, sustainable benefits for their 
organisations and communities. 

We employ a multi-disciplinary 
approach which enables us to 
support clients from their initial 
business case through to the design 
and delivery of projects on site.

We can support projects large and small 
and are able to actively shape funding 
applications for intiatives such as; One 
Public Estate, Towns  Fund, Future High 
Streets Fund and teh Levelling up fund. 

• Architectural design

• Greenbook business Case support

• Government funding applications

• Town centre regeneration

• Sustainable masterplanning &  urban design

• OPE, Towns Fund, Future High Streets and 

Levelling up Projects

Asset 

Our team’s experience ranges from large 
scale strategic land masterplanning to 
town centre high street regeneration to 
individual local authority assets and our 
strategic approach is supported by our 
range of specialist sectors within HLM.

This section highlights our work and 
thought leadership with public and 
private sector assets demonstrating our 
range and capability within this sector. 

4
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Strategic
objectives

To what extent
can your assets
get you closer

to realising your
strategic objectives?

Options
appraisals

Delivery
strategy

Partner
parameters

Engagement
Change is inevitable

to future-proof
the way

forwards through
location, design

and terms
of occupation. 

Bring to life
the Action Plan
in a way that

is meaningful to 
all stakeholders.

Know the needs
of your customers

and the wider
base of stakeholders.

Build a consensus
on the way forward. 

Ambition &
Risk Appetite Project feasibility

Investment &
Partnership 

Masterplanning

Procurement routes 

Flexible solutions 

“Making Assets work for People”

in association with

HLM
Architects

£

STEP 

01
Sort the 
pieces
Know your baseline

Find the 
cornerstones
Define your parameters

Design the 
borders
Outline a plan of action

Fill in the 
blanks
Future-proof solutions

Asset portfolios are complex by nature and whilst 
rationalisation and optimisation can be highly 
beneficial it can often feel like a minefield. 

Our team recognise the potential of your portfolios 
to; streamline operations, generate capital reciept, 
increase revenue and improve efficiency and are 
working with some of the best in the business 
to make this process as painless as possible.  

We have developed a systematic, evidence-
led process which enables us to tackle 
any collection of assets determining the 
optimum solution for each element as well as 
building the picture for the wider estate. 

We understand that successful optimisation 
comes from a true understanding of the 
project context and ambition and know 
that this must be balanced by a realistic 
understanding of ‘the art of the possible’. 

This understanding will form the cornerstones 
of your portfolio allowing you implement 
strategies and designs which build upon these 
principles and guide your assets to successful 
and ultimately deliverable conclusions 

Signature Thinking: 
Logical Process

A simple solution for your 
asset portfolio

STEP

02

STEP

03

STEP

04
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Making the case 
for change

Driving better value from your 
estate and people through effective 
asset management

Brian Thompson
Asset Consultant

Whether it is a changing pattern of demand for 
goods and services, the impact of technology 
on the way ‘work’ is performed, the evolving 
landscape of urban areas, or systemic changes 
driven by the pandemic, many factors are 
combining to warrant a reassessment of 
what constitutes ‘business as usual’.

And the pace of change is quickening placing 
greater urgency on an effective response. At the 
same time, property is still regarded by many 
as an illiquid asset – in other words, you can’t 
readily change the scale, nature, composition 
or even the configuration of individual 
assets within your real estate portfolio.

This is true to an extent but, with imagination 
and a flexible Estate Strategy, you can break 
through the inertia. The case for change 
can also be substantiated when factoring 
in the operational and business benefits. 
For some, the wider societal benefits of 
change will also be very relevant - and they 
can now be quantified and monetised.

Traditional methods of appraising projects 
are relatively unsophisticated and focus only 
on direct property costs and benefits. But it is 
now perfectly possible and entirely legitimate 

to capture the expected productivity and 
wellbeing benefits from a new, stimulating 
workplace. Similarly, an exciting place-making 
project should drive wider economic benefits 
across a town, city or just the immediate 
area depending on its scale and intent.

When HLM Architects and realestateworks 
collaborate on projects, the starting point 
is always the business objectives of the 
organisation. It involves asking challenging 
questions to get behind the rhetoric. What is 
the vision of the organisation in real world 
terms? How fit for purpose is the current estate 
to support that vision? What are the realistic 
options to better align the estate with the vision?

We take our clients on a journey with clear 
checkpoints and milestones that suit their 
particular governance arrangements. We refine 
the case for change as we go along and present 
that case in an open and honest manner by 
addressing the full suite of costs and benefits, 
risk management, deliverability, funding and 
procurement. 

In short, we create a solid framework for 
strategic and tactical decision-making on assets 
and the workplace.
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Client
Shropshire Council

Services
Architecture, 
Interior Architecture,
Landscape Architecture
Workplace Consultancy

Project Facts
• Modern, flexible office space
• Reduced Council footprint
• Improved Health & wellbeing
• Public sector hub 
• OPE funding 

Working with Shropshire Council’s Property and asset teams 
and alongside Real Estates Works, HLM were tasked with 
the refurbishment of the 1960’s HQ Civic to improve public 
perception, customer experience and sense of civic pride 
whilst completely re-envisaging the working environment for 
Council staff.

HLM’s design approach provided a sympathetic refurbishment 
that improved accessibility, created new partner workspace 
and collaboration zone, fostered the civic nature and purpose 
of the original design and significantly improved the quality of 
the internal workplace environment and building performance.

The tangible benefits that the refurbishment created included 
an improved working environment for staff, a dramatic 
improvement in space utilisation, a more integrated working 
environment between teams, significant health and wellbeing 
improvements and reduced running costs through energy 
savings and reduced maintenance costs.

The refurbishment also allowed the Council to integrate 
partners such as the CCG and DWP within the building and was 
successful in securing OPE funding for the project.

Creating a vibrant 
public sector hub 
through the creative 
re-purposing of an 
iconic building

Shirehall Civic Office
Shrewsbury UK
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The Woolwich Centre is a contemporary  civic 
complex providing approximately 250,000m² 
accommodation. It comprises a local service 
centre, business centre, community gallery & café, 
public library and modern office accommodation.

HLM’s design for the project reflects Greenwich 
Council’s desire to improve the availability, 
transparency and accessibility of the council’s 
service to the public, which is central to both the 
operational strategy for the design and its visual 
qualities. From the very beginning of the project 
HLM Architects were integral to the brief building 
process, working closely with the council’s 
‘Modernisation Team’, departmental user groups 
to understand the ways in which the authority 
delivered its services.

Client
Royal London Borough of 
Greenwich

Services
Masertplanning
Architecture
Landscape Architecture 
Interior Architecture
Workplace consultancy

Project Facts
• Contemporary Council 

workspace and community hub
• Asset and estate rationalisation 
• Customer services centre
• Community library, business 

centre, gallery & cafe
• Woolwich town centre 

regeneration

Woolwich Civic Centre
Royal London Borough of Greenwich

Our work with Harrow has re-imagined 
their Council offices in a post-pandemic era 
with innovative flexible solutions, a focus on 
health and wellbeing within the workplace 
and a vast improvement of their digital 
platforms to enable easy communication 
with a future hybrid workforce. 

The project involved a careful understanding 
of asset solutions for different tasks, 
identifying Council touch down areas across 
the borough to better enable interaction 
with the community and capitalise on 
remote solutions as well as ensuring that the 
central hub provides state of the art facilities 
for the Council.  

The redevelopment of Sale Town 
Centre included the refurbishment of 
part of the existing, listed Town Hall 
building to provide function rooms, 
an Arts Centre including exhibition 
and gallery space, a new town 
square, a base for Youth Services 
alongside civic offices and multi-use 
spaces. HLM’s sensitive regeneration 
of this canal-side public asset was 
recognised as the winner of the 
British Urban Regeneration Award. 

Sale Town Hall
Sale Borough Council

Harrow Civic Offices - 
Post Pandemic workplace
Harrow Council

A sustainable, 
vibrant public 
sector hub
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This project is an exciting new regeneration opportunity 
looking to reinvigorate a disconnected, town centre area 
and re-purpose the Grade II listed Watford Town Hall 
to provide a contemporary workspace for the council 
alongside space for other public sector or commercial 
partners. The Town Hall is located across from Watford 
High Street but separated by a busy main road and as 
a result, this area is undeveloped and under-utilised. 
This opportunity looks to amend that with significant 
potential for landscape and architectural interventions 
as well as considering the town hall’s wider role in the 
overall civic masterplan. HLM have already provided 
ideas for the emerging civic masterplan and are now 
embarking on the process of understanding and 
developing the listed Town Hall plans to enable the 
project to move forwards. 

Watford Cultural Quarter
Watford Borough Council

Client
Watford Borough Council / 
Montagu Evans  

Location
Watford 

Services
Architecture 
Masterplanning 
Workplace Consultancy

Project Facts
• Business case work 
• Strategic asset assessment
• Hotel capability and 

refurbishment
• Mixed-use masterplan  
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HLM Architects are assisting Barnsley 
Metropolitan Borough Council in regenerating 
and re-purposing the Grade II listed Civic 
building into a well-functioning and 
financially sustainable community asset, by 
designing new Studio and performance space/
theatre, a Micro Theatre, an extended art & 
culture exhibition space to support ‘pop-up 
galleries’ and local artists, third party multi-
functioning spaces for revenue generation 
and a café combined with the box office. The 
Civic also includes workplace provision for 
the Civic Trust, Council officials and co-
working opportunities. To further enhance 
the commercial model, we have also designed 
residential units within the historic building 
creating receipt and/or revenue generation 
opportunities. As part of the complex iteration 
process, HLM have worked closely with the 
Civic Trust and Barnsley Civic Enterprise to 
re-purpose and reclaim this significantly 
important heritage asset for the town. 

Occupying one of the most enviable 
spots in Shrewsbury the existing Quarry 
leisure centre fails to maximise on its 
adjacency to the surrounding nationally 
listed park, its proximity to the river 
severn and its relationship with the 
heritage buildings of Shrewsbury. 

Our design will not only address these 
imbalances but will also introduce a 
range of different uses on the site from 
adventure play to a rooftop bistro to 
prime residential units affording the 
Council a state of the art facility which 
creates the optimum balance between 
social value, capital receipt and income 
generation for years to come

HLM are helping the constabulary to 
define and understand their workplace 
and operational requirements assessing 
their asset portfolio to determine the 
optimum solution for their workforce in a 
post pandemic era. 

The team is helping to develop and 
explore possible relationships with 
other public sector partners as part of 
an ongoing OPE project to determine 
whether co-location could be beneficial 
and is working to help implement 
modern ways of working to help 
the constabulary achieve maximum 
flexibility and wellbeing for their staff.

Our proposals for the regeneration of the estate 
brought together a wide variety of stakeholders 
from the Council themselves to public sector 
partners to private sector retail and co-work 
space. The development proposed a new hub 
formed of several urban blocks overlooking a 
central courtyard creating a new way for users 
to interact and collaborate. We were successful 
in securing OPE funding for the project and were 
subsequently featured as an exemplar project in 
the estate of the estate report. 

Barnsley Civic
Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council

South Staffordshire                   
asset rationalisation
South Staffordshire District Council

Martlesham Police HQ
Suffolk Constabulary

Shropshire - The Quarry 
Park Leisure Centre 
Shropshire Council

Client
South Staffordshire Distric Council

Location
Codsall

Services
Architecture 
Masterplanning 
Business case writing
Government funding applications  
Project Facts
• Business case work 
• Strategic asset assessment 
• Workplace consultancy
• Mixed-use masterplan
• Design options
• Utilisation studies
• Architectural design
• OPE funding applications
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Flexible solutions for a 
sustainable future

The way we live is changing, particularly in the 
wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. We are seeing a 
drive towards localism and a focus on healthy, 
sustainable living which will fundamentally change 
the importance of our local facilities and amenities. 

At HLM we are involved in masterplanning across 
the country from town centre regeneration 
to the creation of a new garden village. In all 
aspects we seek to bring innovation through 
design and research and are constantly 
developing our expertise to help our clients.  

Our masterplanning is always unique to each 
project and place, seeking to help our clients 
to; connect with their communities, develop 
partnerships, create tangible ambitions and 
inevitably design beautiful spaces which re-
vitalise, re-new and re-define their localities. 

We believe that a great masterplan will have 
the power to enact change from every angle and 
should be a dynamic proposal which can react 
to changing times with ease and fluidity.  

Masterplanning 
innovation from town 
centres to garden villages

Olivia Paine
Asset Lead
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HLM have been appointed alongisde 
our partners at Montagu Evans as 
“Strategic Property Advisors” as part 
of the Defence Estate Optimisation 
(DEO) programme. We are providing 
Masterplanning and Urban Design, 
Architecture and Environmental 
Sustainability Consultancy and are 
working on multiple UK DEO sites 
as part of the asset optimisation 

Client
Defence Infrastructure 
Organisation (DIO)

Services
Masterplanning
Urban Design
Landscape Architecture

Project Facts
• Large scale masterplanning
• Strategic use consideration
• Outline planning submissions
• Design Code development
• New Homes & Infrastructure
• Focus on sustainable solutions

St George’s Barracks is one of the many DIO 
sites entrusted to HLM and the wider team. 
Originally a WWII airstrip this land is earmarked 
for the creation of a new Garden Village within 
Rutland. The HLM team have worked alongside 
Rutland Council and the DEO to determine the 
key principles of developing a new garden village 
in todays modern society. Using a combination 
of innovation and research the project is set 
to determine a village which eptitomises 
sustainable, flexible lifestyles from construction 
principles to food production creating a village 
which truly encourages the idea of living, 
working and playing in our local centres. The 
team have been commisioned to take this 
masterplan to outline planning deriving design 
codes and principles which will guide any future 
development on the site.

Strategic Property Advisor to the 
Defence Infrastructure Organisation
Defence Infrastructure Organisation (DIO)

St George’s Barracks - 
Rutland Garden Village 
Defence Infrastructure Organisation (DIO)

programme. This includes assessing 
sites for development potential, 
identifying income generation 
opportunities through disposals 
and designing detailed masterplans 
and design codes to achieve outline 
planning consent. The disposal strategy 
compliments market need and future 
requirements and therefore adopts a 
variety of asset typologies and use.
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Shrewsbury West Sustainable Urban 
Extension is a strategic mixed-use allocation 
identified in the Shropshire Local Plan 
comprising circa 750 dwellings and 18 
hectares of employment land to meet housing 
and employment growth for Shrewsbury. 

HLM has prepared a masterplan vision 
document which reviews current proposals 
and provides high level visioning concepts 
that further explore the potential of the 
Shrewsbury Urban Extension.

This vision creates a framework for 
Shropshire Council to optimise the 
performance of their estate, informing smart 
investment planning and improving the 
potential community wellbeing as well as 
environmental sustainability.

Client
Shropshire Council 
Location
Shrewsbury, Shropshire

Services
Masterplanning
Urban Design 

Project Facts
• A strategic mixed use allocation 

circa 750 dwellings and 18 
hectares of employment land

• Creation of a masterplan vision 
document to review current 
proposals and provide high level 
visioning concept to further 
explore potential of site

23

This project outlines proposals for a new 
21st century village within the heart of 
Surrey. Key to the delivery of the project 
has been the reworking of the masterplan 
to maximise the return on land values. 

HLM have also produced an overall 
design guide document, which will act 
as a benchmark for development of all 
future phases. This will ensure design 
continuity and the intended village 
character is  maintained and delivered.

By working closely with the DIO, Natural 
England, the Environment Agency, local 
planning and transport authorities and 
other key stakeholders, we were able to 
deliver a masterplan which meant the 
spine road, key recreation and habitats 
(required by planning) sports hub and 
new commercial centre and 2 housing 
plots were able to be delivered in phase 
1 with no adverse impact on the base or 
its operational requirements. This meant 
that the programme could be accelerated 
by 2 years.

Client
Skanska

Location
Surrey

Services
Masterplanning
Landscape Design

Project Facts
• 353 hectare strategic land site
• Masterplanning of 2500 homes 

with associated infrastructure and 
mixed use typologies

• Capacity and feasibility studies for 
identified sites

Shrewsbury West Sustainable 
Urban Extension
Shropshire Council

Deep Cut
Defence Infrastructure 
Organisation (DIO)
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Town centre rejuvination 
#bettertowns roadmap

Championing localism and creating 
outcomes to benefit your individual 
town and its inhabitants

Some have said that Covid-19 has merely 
accelerated the pace of inevitable change in 
our towns and only the fittest will survive.

We don’t share that opinion and welcome 
the greater use of words like ‘localism’, 
‘community’, ‘unique’ and ‘speciality’.

Every town has the potential to be unique 
and offer something of value to its 
community and visitors but it is sometimes 
hard to uncover amid the myriad of 
challenges which face local authorities, 
businesses and inhabitants today.

The #bettertowns roadmap is a recently 
launched, multi-disciplinary tool which 
creates a clear, evidence-led methodology 
to guide the selection and delivery of 
achievable, actionable projects to make a 
meaningful difference to your town centre 
and the community.

There is no ‘One size fits all’solution.

Our roadmap will help you navigate the 
journey towards what is right for your town 
and ultimately realise your vision for a 
better, healthier, and more successful town.

View our #bettertowns specific brochure here for 
further information and case studies
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Designed to create a dynamic mixed-use 
district in the heart of the city centre, the 
scheme will offer Grade A office space, two 
hotels, residential developments, restaurants 
and cafés, leisure destinations, parking and 
striking public realm.

It forms part of the wider Heart of the City II 
masterplan, one of Sheffield’s key economic 
projects backed by Sheffield City Council 
alongside its strategic delivery partner 
Queensberry. 

HLM’s winning design draws on the romance 
and heritage of the site as well as the 
independent retail culture of the city centre 
and the vibrancy associated with Sheffield 
City of Makers. 

Client
Sheffield City Council

Services
Architecture
Landscape Architecture 
Interior Architecture

Project Facts
• Boutique City Centre hotel
• Facade retention on Pinstone Street
• Focus on placemaking and Sheffiled’s 

unique maker culture

Heart of the City
Sheffield City Council

27

The Civic Quarter lies to the end of the 
historic high street and comprises the 
Council offices, the county library, a local 
performance venue and town square. The 
area is home to much loved community 
assets but these buildings are struggling 
to adapt to changing needs and the 
impact of parking in the town square has 
limited its ability to provide high quality 
public realm. 

HLM alongside Montagu Evans have 
been commissioned to develop the 
masterplan for the area creating dynamic 
architecture and public realm which 
connects the high street to the town 
centre parkland creating a sustainable, 
flexible future for this essential quarter 
of the town. 

Client
Hart District Council

Services
Architecture
Masterplanning

Project Facts
• Civic Office refurbishment
• New town centre residential 
• New performance venue
• Options appraisal
• Public consultation
• Development of the business case
• New town square
• Improved public realm linking the 

high street to the Views park

Civic Hub
Hart District Council
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Originally intended as an appraisal for a 
proposed health campus in Weybridge, 
Surrey, research into the site, town and its 
inhabitants led to a much more comprehensive 
development opportunity incorporating a 
Library, community services, new residential 
apartments and public realm transformation.

Although in its initial stages this project has 
to opportunity to transform Weybridge and 
capitalise on improvements being made to 
one of the town’s core offerings to encourage 
a comprehensive redevelopment which will 
create a new model for social wellbeing.

Weybetter Weybridge
Elmbridge Borough Council

Client
Elmbridge Borough Council

Services
Architecture
Masterplanning
Healthcare
Landscape architecture

Project Facts
• Healthcare campus design
• Multi-functional streetscape
• Library and community 

services hub
• Public realm transformation
• Stakeholder engagement

• Public consultation
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Re-thinking logistics

Richard O’Neil
Sector Lead

State of the art 
facilities to champion 
a growing market

When is a big shed more than just a big shed? 
We think this is now. Our designs within 
the logistics, light industrial and advanced 
manufacturing markets are innovative and fit 
for future.  HLM’s designs for light industrial 
assets are bringing together public and private 
partnerships. Our design typologies within 
Advanced Manufacturing include facilities that 
support fields of robotics, system integration, 
ICT and Digital technologies, 5G, Space and 
Aviation and other R&D environments.

Client
University of Strathclyde

Services
Architecture
Landscape Architecture 
Interior Architecture

Project Facts
• Part of the Advance Manufacturing 

Innovation District Scotland (AMIDS)
• 11,500m2 gross internal floor area
• Key drivers were flexibility, 

adaptability, innovation
• Net Zero Carbon
• BREEAM Outstanding Target
• Beacon for manufacturing
• High quality healthy workplace

We are supporting Local Authorities re-think 
their depot and distributions strategies. More 
effective light industrial units are offering 
more flexibility. We can ‘right-size’ their 
depot assets meaning more effective land use 
strategies. This creates relocation prospects 
which in turn present site disposal receipts 
and revenue generation opportunities.

Working with private sector organisations such 
as The Royal Mail Group and other respected 
logistics focused clients we are bringing Green 
solutions to the light industrial market. On 
many of these projects we are developing 
solutions that promote Net Zero Carbon 
principles both in build and operation whilst 
also offering BREEAM Outstanding targets.

So, a big shed is now far more than just a 
big shed. They are effective and progress 
building typologies that offer far more to the 
socio-economic and environmental agenda.
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Introduction 
The volatility of the global environment 
combined with the widespread adoption 
of agile working has made it increasingly 
difficult for organisations to ‘right 
size’ a workplace that aligns with new 
business needs, doing more with less. 

Our team of experts can provide an 
independent and objective assessment 
of a wide variety of data sets to deliver 
an understanding of; space utilisation, 
occupancy levels, building fabric 
performance, maintenance demands, 
staff satisfaction and future ambition. 
Through this rigorous process to 
understand an organisation’s baseline 
position, we have helped clients in 

• Target Operating Models

• Stakeholder Engagement

• Utilisation Analysis

• Health and Wellbeing

• Interior Architecture

Workplace

both public and private sectors to 
deliver a modern work environment 
that not only supports a renewed 
operating model, it helps to attract, 
nurture and retain employees. 
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Crafting Communities of 
the Future 
Flexible workplace 
solutions

SMART, Agile operating 
models for a post-
pandemic generation

Anna Lee
Workplace Lead

35

Emerging from the extended lockdown 
experience, many organisations will be looking to 
‘reset’ their operational models to afford greater 
flexibility not only in the physical and digital 
platforms of work, but also evolving their cultural 
and management policies to accommodate 
greater flexibility in the working day. 

In world where blended working will become a 
prerogative, where employees have the freedom 
to decide whether the home, the workplace or 
even the high street café can best support the 
tasks which they need to achieve that day, the 
challenge for workplace design will be to give 
staff good reasons for coming into the office. 

To create a ‘destination’ workspace, that 
not only truly augments remote working 
capabilities by providing a range of 
technologically enabled places to collaborate, 
innovate and focus, will be critical not only to 
ensure the efficient use of an organisation’s 
accommodation, reduce operational costs, 
but will be the key to fostering cultural 
cohesion and shared organisational values.

34
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HLM’s concept for this important civic 
building is designed to create a holistic 
built environment for a new breed of Local 
Government which is able to deliver significant 
improvements in operational efficiencies and 
the delivery of its public services, with a clear 
sense of civic pride, which would be a viable 
part of an integrated asset rationalisation 
strategy and the centrepiece of a regeneration 
masterplan for Woolwich Town Centre.

In order to achieve design Best Practice 
HLM carried out research into recent civic 
developments in the UK and abroad and 
established a series of benchmark targets        
for the project. 

Client
Woolwich Borough Council

Services
Architecture
Interior Architecture

Value
£57m

Project Facts
• 20,500m2
• Received LABC Building 

Excellence Award
• Exemplar contemporary and 

agile workplace 

Client
Harrow Council

Services
Workplace Consultancy 
Interior Architecture

Project Facts
• New agile workplace with no assigned 

desking to house 1500 staff
• Approximately 30:70 focus to 

collaborative/ multiuse settings
• Contactless, automated circulation 

routes, space booking app and 
utilisation sensors to help users make 
informed choices of where to work

Local 
government  
& civic HQ

Already making adjustments towards a more 
flexible future, the experience of the extended 
lockdown provided an opportunity for Harrow 
council to solidify their significant progress 
towards rethinking how they work and realinging 
how their services can be delivered.

To deliver a new tech-enabled, post-pandemic, 
ABW workspace, that’s underpinned by Harrow’s 
committment towards equality and inclusion, 
health of their employees and service to their 
community - HLM worked closely with Harrow’s 
board, stakeholders, change management and 
building contractors, ensuring sustained change 
for the future.

The Woolwich Centre
Woolwich Borough Council

Forward Drive
Harrow Council
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Cambridge Assessment’s (Examination 
Board) new headquarters building 
is located on the site of the former 
Cambridge University press building. 
The new 350,000 sqft building which 
provides office, conference and meeting 
rooms, catering and welfare facilities, 
is arranged over four storeys; car and 
bicycle parking are provided at grade 
under landscaped podium decks.

The works, including full CAT B fitout, 
were delivered on time and on buget. 
This was primarily achieved through 
the re-engineering of the façade design 
(and associated structure) during the 
tender period, which shortened the 
construction programme by six months.

The scheme was designed as a self-
contained facility providing an 
enjoyable, varied working environment. 
The building includes catering facilities, 
a wellness centre and integrated 
podium courtyards that add an element 
of visual amenity for the office space 
and neighbouring buildings.

Owner occupier 
accommodations

Cambridge 
Assessment Centre
Bouygues UK

Client
Bouygues UK

Location
Cambridge, UK

Services
Architecture 
Landscape Architecture 
Interior Architecture              
Workplace Consultancy

Value
£130m

Project Facts
• Commercial Office Space to 

accommodate up to 3,500 people



4140

Following completion of the Masterplan 
study for this significant city centre 
site at Snow Hill station in Birmingham 
and the commencement of the enabling 
works, new tramline and viaduct, we were 
appointed to design all 3 phases of this 
£300m 750,000 sqft office development. 

The completed development enhances all 
the principles of the masterplan in terms 
of building uses, connectivity, pedestrian 
permeability, scale and massing, creating 
lively mixed use frontages in a previously 
hostile area. It now provides attractive, 
permeable public spaces allowing local 
people to negotiate significant level 
changes at either end of the site and gain 
safe and easy access across the busy ring 
road towards the north.  

Client
RT Group Developments 

Location
Birmingham, UK 

Services
Architecture

Value
Building 1; £45m 
Building 2: £65m 
Building 3: £98m

Landlord
development

Client
Ediston / Europa Capital 

Location
Guildford, UK

Services
Landscape Architecture

Interior Architecture 
Architecture 

Value
£10m

Project Facts
• Town Square entrance
• Improved visitor journey
• Rejuvenated character sense 

of arrival and place
• Enhanced landscape

Upgrading Landlord 
Assets and Value

Snowhill Office 
Development

The overall intention or ‘mission’ 
for the project was to bring 
modernity, life and a new 
‘character’ of quality to what has 
become a ‘dated’ development. Our 
approach carefully focused on the 
key areas which promote vibrancy, 
employing new spatial concepts 
and high quality materials which 
provide both the required technical 
functional performance, as well as a 
successful outcome to the ‘mission’. 

Cathedral Square

In additional to the new entrance 
area, the overall landscaped setting 
of the buildings has also been 
improved to enhance both the way 
the building presents itself and the 
overall visitor experience.
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HLM Workplace and Interior design 
team are working with Occupiers who 
view their space as an asset and are 
responding to the changing needs of 
their workplace environment and related 
business performance outcomes. HLM 
are enabling clients to make informed 
commercial decisions around influential 
factors such as establishing the ‘right’ 
space for business functions and 
introducing contemporary, agile and 
flexible workplace solutions promoting 
wellbeing and SMART working principles. 

Working with key business stakeholders to 
improve S&P Global’s London office, the team 
not only helped to reduce the total floor plate and 
consequently the ongoing operational costs, but 
sought to improve the agility and utilisation of 
the work environment by including alternative 
work settings, upgraded break out areas, and a 
high-specification multi-functional auditorium. 
Along with these works, we created a new 
executive meeting suite: a high end business 
lounge to help S&P Global reinvigorate their 
brand, redefining how they relate with their 
clients and navigate confidentiality.

Corporate 
Occupier solutions

Project Facts

• Establish commercial benefits 
from improved use and 
efficiency of business assets

• Improved staff wellbeing, 
productivity and retention

• Elevated client’s brand and 
identity not only through 
signage, but key functional 
principles that fosters culture 
and social connections

• Imrpoved transparency of 
business functions with 
embedded technology, ICT 
planning and integration

S&P Global Restack
Client
S&P Global

Location
London

Services
Architecture                                             
Interior Design

Project Facts
• Increased the efficiency of the floor 

plate by 25%. Further reduced by 25% 
post Covid

• Provided additional alternative work 
environments and break out areas to 
increase collaboration opportunities

• Upgraded client experience and 
perception of the S&P Global brand 
with new Executive Meeting suite

Some clients whom we have helped:

• Bank of Ireland 

• Scottish Enterprise

• GPA (Government Property Agency) 

• Mott MacDonald

• Local Government

• Balfour Beatty Fit outs

• S&P Global

• Amazon
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Balfour Beatty were looking to rationalise and standardise their office 
workplaces throughout the UK with the aim to become more efficient 
in all areas of their business. 

To date, we have delivered 25 office accommodations across the UK 
that makes up Balfour Beatty’s reduced portfolio, as well as a ‘Design 
Guidelines’ document, which encapsulates their brand, upholds their 
environmental sustainability policy and efficient space standards. The 
new workplaces are geared towards helping staff transition to more 
agile and collaborative ways of working, encouraging employees to 
increase their communication with one another in both a work and 
social capacity. Visitors to the building entered into an inviting cafe/
social environment, this too developed further business opportunities 
both internally and externally.

Client
Balfour Beatty

Services
Interior Architecture  
Workplace Consultancy

Project Facts 
• ‘Design Guidelines’ ensuring 

that offices are built to high 
quality in line with their brand, 
environmental and corporate 
values.

• Delivering high performing 
central hubs in London, 
Manchester and Leeds, together 
with select satellite offices, 
allowing a number of property 
to be released from their 
property portfolio and reduce 
property costs.

• Shortlisted for ‘Commercial 
Interior Project of the Year’, 
Mixology Awards 2018

Office premises 
rationalisation

Early on in the project, Workspace identified that 
‘Screenworks’ needed to stand out from other co-working 
spaces, be more than just a convenient place to meet.

The design takes its lead from the site’s TV, radio and 
manufacturing history to create exciting and unexpected 
environments: each meeting room has its own personality 
and aesthetic which creates sense of fun and enjoyment, 
stirring imagination, encouraging creativity.

The dynamic activity can be best seen in the central café, 
extending collaborative and innovative discussions of the 
creative tenants and their partners.

Client
Screenworks

Services
Interior Architecture

Value
£20m

Project Facts
• Deliver a ‘destination’ flexible 

commercial space that stands out in 
Workplace’s growing portfolio, targeting 
tenants in the creative industry

• Innovative workspace with a unique 
aesthetic design entrenched in its 
contextual history

• Vibrant meeting and social spaces 
different modes of collaborative working

Balfour Beatty (Various locations) 
Screenworks



47

Introduction 

Our team are leaders within the industry 
and are active in furthering current 
thinking and developing future trends. 
From the post-pandemic workplace to 
tackling innovative solutions for our failing 
high streets the team is at the forefront of 
development in some of the most pressing 
issues in the built environment today. 
Championing local, sustainable solutions 
which promote health and wellbeing and 
environmental protection our team is 
passionate about delivering change for 
good and ensuring that people and place 
is at the heart of everything we do. 

Thought 
Leadership
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• MMC for a flexible workforce

• Thoughtful Design Toolkit

• Fit for Future - the post-pandemic workplace

• The SreetScaper - re-evaluating the story of 

the high street

• Helping Town Centres

The following pages show a few of 
our most recent thought leadership 
pieces showcasing our vision for 
the future of the industry.
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Thinking outside the 
box and the site

Across our company, we have entirely embraced 
offsite manufacture to create quality, flexible 
working environments. Our experience across 
all our seven sectors is informing our own 
‘Think: Offsite First’ initiative, to create greener, 
leaner, better-quality buildings, faster and safer 
than traditional methods of construction.  

‘Think: Offsite First’ is our commitment to 
consider how each project can be delivered 
using offsite manufacture as our primary 
delivery approach on every project. We are now 
developing digital tools which make us more 
efficient in the way we produce information 
for offsite manufacture for construction.

These collaborations are leading to 
exciting new ways for us to approach 
offsite manufacture that will support the 
workplace strategies of the future:

Modern Methods of 
Construction for a 
flexible workforce

Simon Chenery
Director Sidell Gibson
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• People First - Creating environments that 
nurtures and sustains talent.

• Holistic Approach - Achieving mutually 
beneficial goals for both the individuals and 
businesses.

• Mobile Workforce - Understanding how 
different roles and responsibilities influence 
task-based activities.

• Agile Workplace - Adaptable, social 
workplace to accommodate differing 
behaviours.

• Sustainable Development - Creating the 
right environment to sustain business and 
buildings alike.
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Overview of HLM Thoughtful Design Toolkit

The ‘Thoughtful Design Toolkit’ contains a suite of 
digital tools that enable designers and commissioning 
clients to define, develop and assess their building 
projects in an evidence-based way. 

Our ‘Thoughtful Design Toolkit’ seeks to address the challenge of ensuring 
that the vision and ambition of the project is met and delivered from 
briefing to completion by using data-enabled processes throughout the life 
of the project

There are three parts to the toolkit:

1. HLM_Insight
2. HLM_Healthcheck
3. HLM_Impact

Each of these tools uses data to advance our understanding of what people 
want and need from the built environment. They enable designers to work 
in assurance that their proposals will deliver what building users demand, 
and they help clients make better-informed decisions about targeting their 
investment in facilities.

Together they form a powerful toolkit that benefits everyone.

About

Project Start

Output

Insight survey not used
(building user cohort unidentifiable) 

Insight outputs
define brief

1. Insight
Concept design

tested against brief

2. Healthcheck
User experience

measured

3. Impact

User-engagement
questionnaire.

Building user's spatial and
wellbeing preferences
defined into a brief.

User group’s wellbeing/
environmental preferences. 

Simple user interface tests 
design against a range of 

wellbeing measures. 

Measures success of design 
against brief and best 

practice criteria.

Provides suggestions
for improvement.

User group questionnaire.

Measures of success of
design in operation.

 
Results can be used to

define a Social Return on
Investment sum.

RIBA 0-2 RIBA 2-4 RIBA 7

POE feeds back to next project start up

Description

Insight survey
deployed

Overview of HLM Thoughtful Design Toolkit

Thoughtful 
Design Toolkit

Listening out - Engagement tools for 
our people, environment and buildings

Thoughtful 
design toolkit 

Richard O’Neil
Sector Lead
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The “Thoughtful Design Toolkit” contains a 
suite of digital tools that are enabling estate 
project teams, commissioning government and 
public sector clients to clearly define, develop, 
monitor and assess their asset building projects 
in an evidence-based way. HLM’s unique toolkit 
addresses the challenge of ensuring the ambition 
of a project seeking to foster the wellbeing of 
building users, is met and delivered by using 
data-enabled processes throughout the life of  
the project. 

There are three parts to the digital toolkit:

• INSIGHT (RIBA Stages 0-2)

• HEALTHCHECK (RIBA Stages 2-4)

• IMPACT (Post Occupancy RIBA Stages 7)

Each of these tools uses data that advances 
our understanding of what building users need 
from the built environment that can ensure and 
promote their well-being with tangible, long-
term benefits such as recruitment, retention, 
collaboration and performance.  They enable 
estates teams and their designers to work in 
assurance that their proposals will deliver 
what building users demand, and they will help 
government and public sector clients make 
better-informed decisions about targeting their 
investment in assets and facilities.  Together they 
form a powerful toolkit that benefits everyone.

HLM-INSIGHT: An interactive design 
engagement and consultation tool, developed 
in conjunction with an environmental 
psychologist, that captures occupant/user 
requirements, enabling us to understand, 
evaluate and ensure their needs are accurately 
represented in the design brief. 

HLM-HEALTHCHECK: An interactive design tool 
or independent design monitoring activity, 
which is applied at all stages of the design. 
We capture requirement against critical 
design factors that are proven to impact on 
the wellbeing of occupants/users. The Health 
Check is then applied at each completed work-
stage, meaning factors that impact on occupant 
wellbeing remain integral to the design and 
construction process. 

HLM-IMPACT: We believe that Post Occupancy 
Evaluation commences during the design 
process to shape the necessary outcomes; it 
is evaluated through construction and then 
applied during commissioning and completion. 
It is instrumental in capturing data on the 
social value created through thoughtful design. 
This forms the basis of continuous workplace 
environments and is instrumental in shaping 
the content and project brief for future asset 
investment planning. 
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We expect our footprint in city centre locations to reduce 
(for organisations with a city centre presence)

United Kingdom

33+43+24+M33%

North America

44+56+M44%

EMEA

48+35+17+M48%

Contactless entry

Advanced 
communication 
platforms on 
personal devices

Spatial intelligence 
& density sensors

Smart Building 
Management Systems

Advanced Cybersecurity
Remote 
collaboration 
tools

Automated cleaning 
solutions

Low-touch & voice 
enabled appliances

Smalle
r b

anks 
of p

lug 

and play
 works

tat
ions

Welfare facilities 

Im
proved

 cli
ent fa

cin
g 

space
s a

nd bran
ding

Human centred design

More collaboration 

and social spaces

Significantly, we have found 
that workplaces remain as an 
important cultural centre, a place 
for collaboration, mentorship and 
belonging, with 79% of respondents 
expecting the workplace to be adapted 
to perform additional social functions. 

We can expect to see existing 
workspaces adjusted with a proportion 
of worksettings that help staff:

• Collaborate – come together to 
innovate, co-create

• Focus – shut out distractions, 
concentrate and do deep work

• Socialise – fostering social 
connections with others, promote 
wellbeing and happiness. 

Offices aren’t as important to the business as we thought they were - as a 
real estate team we are under pressure to see how we respond and add value

Workplace Director,  Transport Group

Agree

By location

Neutral Disagree

Fit for future research report

The impact of Covid-19 
on workplace and 
portfolio strategies

Anna Lee
Workplace Lead

With our partners RealEstate Works and Avison 
Young, we extensively surveyed interviewed over 
100 private and public sector companies were 
asked about their evolving real estate strategies 
in the context of multiple forces of change. The 
survey’s results show how leading organisations are 
redesigning their workplace and portfolio strategies 
to be ‘fit for future’, in some cases accelerating 
existing trends. 

We found that 92% expect their workplace to be 
re-designed in the future to improve productivity 
as a consequence of the pandemic. The enforced 
working-from-home experiment has further 
highlighted the need to provide a variety of 
controllable and adjustable environments to cater 
to a range of different personalities and tasks, and 
evolving workstyles as employees develop their own 
preferences for returning to the workplace (or not).

HLM
Architects
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BNP PARIBAS REAL ESTATE

But to be truly successful, this collaboration 
must extend further than the workplace and 
the high street, recognising the network of 
demographics, industries, history, educa-
tion, and governance which create a locality. 
Every town has a character borne through 
decades of evolution and this should be 
reflected in their streetscape. Solutions 
will take many forms creating a variety of 
flexible, multi-tenancy spaces and more 
permanent units which will vary from public 
sector organisations to co-working hubs and 
successful retail. The goal should be to es-
tablish a core offering which responds to the 
backbone of local industry around which the 
more flexible spaces can adapt to and sup-
port the changing ideas of its community; 
fostering local entrepreneurs and support-
ing pop-up events which prevent the place 
from stagnating. 

There are hurdles to overcome to create this 
level of diversity and local government must 
take a more active role in their town centres 
– starting with creating a true understand-
ing of the characters and plot lines which 
define their locality. Once this gap is bridged 
the challenges of ownership, business rates 

BY OLIVIA PAINE 
HLMARCHITECTS.COM

01REPURPOSE THE 
HIGH STREET

and operation must be overcome – no mean 
feat but nor is it insurmountable if local 
authorities are assisted in creating a busi-
ness case which can demonstrate financial 
reward in conjunction with economic and 
social value. 

The StreetScaper must become a space 
which not only has its own narrative, but 
also supports the narratives of others – both 
physical and digital. It must be recognisable 
yet customisable and, crucially, representa-
tive. Workspace will play an important part 
in encouraging people to continue to use 
their local centres following the pandemic, 
creating an intermediate option which will 
support rather than replace the head office. 
Whilst they are only part of the story these 
hubs have the potential to be one of the 
central, more permanent, protagonists teth-
ered not to the idea of efficiency but to well-
being, flexibility and connectivity. This shift 
will offer something different to our online 
sphere, allowing both worlds to take charge 
of what they are good at – finding a way to 
co-exist without undermining each other.

The StreetScaper proposes an intermediate 
workplace which harnesses the advantages 
of remote working without the isolation or 
backache which our kitchen tables have pro-
vided over the past year year. It envisages 
a new use for vacant retail spaces on our 
local high streets providing easily accessible 
co-working hubs as part of a wider network 
of local businesses and multi-functional 
spaces. It is both a physical concept – using 
design to stitch together multiple different 
uses with the ability to adapt easily over 
the course of the year, month or even day – 
and a community narrative which creates a 
sense of collective ownership and support in 
the centre of our towns. 

The partnership has many obvious advan-
tages – and I am by no means the first to 
point them out. Local high streets would 
gain a new variety of user, ones who con-
sistently activate the space and who would 
likely contribute regularly to both a day and 
night-time economy. Workers would enjoy a 
reduced commute, an ergonomic and digi-
tally enabled remote workspace and a new 
community of local workers whose diversity 
could prove beneficial and stimulating.

These days the workplace feels 
almost as outmoded as the high 
street. Have both outlived their 
usefulness, or can we take lessons 
from the success of social media to 
rejuvenate both? Social media mar-

ries experience with transaction, story with 
data, narrative with knowledge. It is imme-
diate. It is personal. And it adapts at the 
drop of a hashtag. The ‘StreetScaper’ – think 
horizontal skyscraper combining workplace, 
high street and social media buzz – is a con-
cept which puts the plot back into the plot.

Gen Z have redefined our priorities. A new 
generation of influencers, content creators 
and story makers, learning from social 
media by weaving together different indus-
tries that can easily collaborate and com-
municate with each other. What they sell 
or promote is experience-led and locally 
sourced, championing co-working, inde-
pendent business and pop-up culture. Users 
no longer buy things; they buy into stories. 

This distinction between buying and ‘buying 
into’ is driving a seismic shift in the way we 
use our digital and built environments, with 
the clinical process of buying moving to the 
more efficient online landscapes, whilst ex-
periential offerings take precedence in our 
physical space. 

Like many other trends, the global pandemic 
has accelerated the pace of change – mag-
nifying emerging cracks into irreversible fis-
sures. The growing rift between our digital 
and physical landscapes is demonstrating 
that the notion of workplace and commer-
cial space is dated, harking to a more siloed 
era when a story was something you chose 
to read or see, rather than a constantly up-
dating stream of consciousness from around 
the globe.

The workplace and high street have both 
suffered from the same trivialisation of 
their base offering. Remote working has left 
companies wondering what their central 
offices are for, whilst online shopping (plus 
a healthy dose of lockdown) has pushed all 
but the most robust high streets into near 

collapse. Their focus on productivity and 
ease of access has ironically been their 
own undoing – creating spaces devoid of 
personality which could never match the 
‘click jump’ efficiency of the online world. 
However, this dual decline may not spell the 
death sentence that some predict. Indeed, it 
is entirely possibly that the combination of 
these elements will pen a far more exciting 
comeback than they could individually. 

WORKSPACE WILL PLAY AN 
IMPORTANT PART IN ENCOURAGING 
PEOPLE TO CONTINUE TO USE THEIR 
LOCAL CENTRES FOLLOWING THE 
PANDEMIC, CREATING AN 
INTERMEDIATE OPTION WHICH 
WILL SUPPORT RATHER THAN 
REPLACE THE HEAD OFFICE. 

MAKING PLACES: BEYOND THE WORKPLACEBNP PARIBAS REAL ESTATE8 9

INTEGRATING WORKSPACE  
AND BUILDING COMMUNITIES

Olivia is a recently qualified architect and leading 
figure within the asset and workplace sector at HLM 
Architects. Working predominantly with Local Councils 
she is focussed on delivering innovative solutions which 
make asset portfolios deliver value for community and 
client. 

She is passionate about the re-generation of our towns 
to support the emerging localism agenda and most 
recently has co-founded the #bettertowns roadmap; an 
innovative initiative launched to lead the way towards 
better, healthier and more successful towns. The 
decision to create #bettertowns was driven by a desire 
to champion a logical, evidence-led approach focussing 
on truly understanding a locality and its challenges 
before offering deliverable, achievable solutions through 
collaboration with the multi-disciplinary consortium.

or backache which our kitchen tables 
have provided this year. It envisages 
a new use for vacant retail spaces in 
our local high streets providing easily 
accessible co-working hubs as part of 
a wider network of local businesses 
and multi-functional spaces.

The partnership has many obvious 
advantages - and I am by no means 
the first to point them out. Local high 
streets would gain a new variety of 
user, ones who consistently activate 
the space and who would likely 
contribute regularly to both a day 
and night-time economy. Workers 
would enjoy a reduced commute, an 
ergonomic and digitally enabled remote 
workspace and a new community of 
local workers whose diversity could 
prove beneficial and stimulating. 

But to be truly successful this 
collaboration must extend further 
than the workplace and the high 

street, recognising the network of 
demographics, industries, history, 
education, and governance which 
create a locality. Every town has a 
character borne through decades 
of evolution and this should be 
reflected in their streetscape. 

There are hurdles to overcome to 
create this level of diversity and local 
government must take a more active 
role in their town centres – starting 
with creating a true understanding of 
the characters and plot lines which 
define their locality. Once this gap is 
bridged the challenges of ownership, 
business rates and operation must 
be overcome – no mean feat but 
nor is it insurmountable if local 
authorities are assisted in creating a 
business case which can demonstrate 
financial reward in conjunction 
with economic and social value. 

The StreetScaper must become a space 
which not only has its own narrative, 
but also supports the narratives of 
others – both physical and digital. It 
must be recognisable yet customisable 
and, crucially, representative. 
Workspace will play an important part 
in encouraging people to continue to 
use their local centres following the 
pandemic, creating an intermediate 
option which will support rather than 
replace the head office. Whilst they are 
only part of the story these hubs have 
the potential to be one of the central, 
more permanent, protagonists tethered 
not to the idea of efficiency but to 
wellbeing, flexibility and connectivity. 
This shift will offer something different 
to our online sphere, allowing both 
worlds to take charge of what they are 
good at - finding a way to co-exist 
without undermining each other. 

Local first 

These days the workplace feels almost as 
outmoded as the high street. Have both 
outlived their usefulness, or can we take 
lessons from the success of social media 
to rejuvenate both? Social media marries 
experience with transaction, story with 
data, narrative with knowledge. It is 
immediate. It is personal. And it adapts at 
the drop of a hashtag. The ‘StreetScaper’ 
– think horizontal skyscraper 
combining workplace, high street 
and social media buzz – is a concept 
which puts the plot back into the plot 

Gen Z have redefined our priorities. A 
new generation of influencers, content 
creators and story makers, learning 
from social media by weaving together 
different industries that can easily 
collaborate and communicate with 

each other. What they sell or promote 
is experience-led and locally sourced, 
championing co-working, independent 
business and pop-up culture. Users no 
longer buy things; they buy into stories.  

This distinction between buying and 
‘buying into’ is driving a seismic 
shift in the way we use our digital 
and built environments, with the 
clinical process of buying moving to 
the more efficient online landscapes, 
whilst experiential offerings take 
precedence in our physical space. 

Like many other trends the global 
pandemic has accelerated the pace 
of change - magnifying emerging 
cracks into irreversible fissures. 

The StreetScaper -     
re-evaluating the story 
of the high street 

Olivia Paine
Asset Lead - #bettertowns founder

The workplace and high street have both 
suffered from the same trivialisation 
of their base offering. Remote working 
has left companies wondering what 
their central offices are for, whilst 
online shopping (plus a healthy dose of 
lockdown) has pushed all but the most 
robust high streets into near collapse. 

Their focus on productivity and ease 
of access has ironically been their own 
undoing - creating spaces devoid of 
personality which could never match the 
‘click jump’ efficiency of the online world. 

However, this dual decline may not 
spell the death sentence that some 
predict. Indeed, it is entirely possibly 
that the combination of these elements 
will pen a far more exciting comeback 
than they could individually. 

The StreetScaper proposes an intermediate 
workplace which harnesses the advantages 
of remote working without the isolation  
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The first step is an acknowledgement 
that the recipe for success today 
is different. At the heart of the 
#bettertowns philosophy is a 
roadmap that starts with an open 
and honest assessment of the town 
and the creation of a deliverable 
vision – not something that appears 
to have worked elsewhere, but 
one that is entirely sensitised 
to the local circumstances.

We have also created a free resource 
in the form of our virtual library, 
an online ‘audit’ tool, and a unique 
collaboration with the Consumer 
Data Research Centre (CDRC). More 
of that later, so what is the roadmap?

Roadmap

The #bettertowns roadmap represents 
an approach which champions process 
over product and aims to unpack and 
guide the development and delivery of 
a coordinated town centre strategy.

It is a highly visual, data and evidence-
led process that navigates 5 stages 
to arrive at short-, medium- and 
long-term strategies. We make no 
apology for emphasising the criticality 
of evidence and data, both hard and 
soft, to support any course of action.

Each town’s journey proceeds by 
successively creating a baseline, 
defining a mission or vision, identifying 
and appraising options, creating an 
action plan, and delivering outcomes.

The town must not be analysed with 
blinkers on. Data must be captured 
to understand the ‘big picture’, 
covering items such as the wider 

economic climate (at least at the 
sub-regional level), the wider socio-
demographic trajectory, the strengths 
and weaknesses of the competition, 
the latest bundle of grants and other 
support that might be available, and the 
plans and aspirations of local landlords, 
developers, investors, and the 
communities that work and reside there.

The emerging vision will act as a 
guide and golden thread throughout 
the process of navigating the 
roadmap. While the component 
parts of the engine needed to deliver 
the strategy may be replaced and 
upgraded over time, the vision 
should remain largely constant.

Your speed on the road, however, is 
unlikely to be constant. It must reflect 
the availability of funding, market 
dynamics, the achievement of quick 
wins, and of course political priorities.

Steering towns towards 
a brighter future

Helping town centres 
#bettertowns - the roadmap

Brian Thompson
Asset Consultant - #bettertowns founder

While a Labour MP was recently taken 
to task for suggesting the party should 
not ‘let a good crisis go to waste’, 
this well-used phrase dating back to 
Machiavelli was also used by a certain Mr 
Churchill. Let’s face it, it is in the blood 
of most politicians to be opportunistic.

I can proudly state, however, that 
the#bettertowns collective, comprising 
realestateworks, HLM Architects and 
Didobi, was brought together towards 
the end of last year as the Future High 
Streets Fund was the talk of the town.

It has been apparent for some time 
that the economic landscape of town 
centres has been shifting, and at an 
increasing pace in recent years. The 
pandemic has collapsed at least 10 
years of further inevitable change into 
a period of 10 months. Other sectors 
are experiencing equally radical 
changes, at least in the short term.

The masterplan and vision 
that may have been drawn up 
at great expense as recently as 
last year is now redundant.

Not only has the supply side changed 
out of all proportion, the demands 
from the community, residents, 
workers and visitors have all evolved.

But this is not all bad news! There 
are some upsides such as:

1. Demand for living and 
working in places of close 
proximity is increasing

2. Consumers are increasingly 
appreciating the added 
value of locally produced 
goods and services

3. Quick win opportunities are 
already being implemented 
such as open-air dining and 
pedestrianisation of streets   

4. Sustainable living can be 
supported by new homes in 
or close to town centres

5. More SMEs and micro 
businesses will spring up in 
the wake of corporate failures 
– and they need collaborative 
space and other support

6. Towns could capitalise on the 
decentralisation of economic 
activity from nearby cities, as 
workers and employers see 
the financial and health and 
wellbeing benefits of a distributed 
network of workplaces; and

7. The Net Zero Carbon agenda 
is going to more overtly shape 
the policies and practices of the 
public and private sectors.
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Links with academia

We are very fortunate to have 
established a research partnership with 
CDRC, an organisation supported by the 
Economic and Social Research Council. 
It brings together the brainpower of 
the Universities of Oxford, Liverpool, 
Leeds and University College London.

The CDRC was established in 2014, 
to lead academic engagement 
between industry and the social 
sciences, and use consumer data 
for academic research purposes. 
The form and function of towns and 
cities, and their communities, is at 
the core of the CDRC’s research.

The virtual library

We have pulled together a collection 
of documents that can be downloaded 
freely from our virtual library. And 
there is no need to submit an email 
address, so you won’t be chased up!

We have assembled a unique collection 
of authoritative publications on 
high streets and the future of towns 
in general. It includes government 
papers, all official and unofficial 
high street reviews that have taken 
place, and academic research papers. 
We don’t guarantee that it covers 
absolutely all relevant documents, 
but it provides an excellent 
foundation if you are rebuilding 
your town vision and strategy.

The #BigTownAudit

The #BigTownAudit is a means 
of capturing evidence on the 
principal opportunities and 
barriers faced by towns.

The online data capture form was 
developed in association with a wide 
group of practitioners and academics, to 
ensure the data captured is meaningful, 
relevant and will act as a reference 
point that informs Junction 1 of the 
roadmap. Even if you are not adopting 
the roadmap approach, we thoroughly 
recommend taking stock via the online 
survey and other mechanisms.

Looking more broadly, the audit 
findings support the creation of a 
benchmark against which progress 
at an individual town, sub-region, 
and regional basis can be measured.

The opportunity for councils, 
communities, and business to 
work closer with academia is huge. 
Increasingly academic institutions 
are measured  by their impact on 
society; towns and businesses are faced 
with a growing number of complex 
issues that require time, data and 
‘thought leadership’ to understand. 
This presents a happy marriage 
of convenience, but also a great 
opportunity for the more proactive 
towns to keep ahead of the game.
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