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Home to collaborative business communities, growth hubs, a high
quality skilled workforce, low cost, low risk initiatives that enable
businesses to grow, and unrivalled access to markets and networks,
Manchester offers the ideal platform for growth. 

Whether you are a start-up or looking to scale-up, MIDAS,
Manchester’s inward investment agency, offer a range of business
support that makes growing your business easy. MIDAS provides 
an extensive package of expert, free and confidential advice for
companies looking relocate or grow their business. From support 
in building the business case to finding flexible property solutions,
MIDAS is here to help.

To find out how MIDAS can help you grow contact us on 
T +44 (0)161 875 2239  E info@midas.org.uk 
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6.1Seeking platforms 
for growth

As new start-ups set out on the path to grow a business from its entrepreneurial 

foundations into an operation that requires new premises and access to the 

available infrastructure, they are inevitably presented with a huge challenge. Tim 

Newns, Chief Executive of MIDAS, Manchester’s inward investment agency, looks 

at the options for scaling up an entry-level business

D espite the ongoing uncertainty of today’s economic climate, there are, 
encouragingly, few signs of a slowdown, with suppliers continuing to work to 

meet the requirements and demands of new businesses. In Manchester, our emphasis 
is on investing in initiatives that offer cost efficiency balanced with two essential 
requirements: adaptability and flexibility.

There are plenty of projects coming out of the ground in the UK which suggest that 
there is a renewed confidence in the air. It might be an obvious point to suggest, but 
make sure that you research the local infrastructure that is available to you. You can, 
of course, start by going one step further – look towards the projects that are in the 
pipeline. This will provide you with an insight into the future of the market, offering 
a snapshot of where things are headed.

For example, Allied London announced in March 2012 that their next building to 
be erected in the Spinningfields district of Manchester – the city’s contemporary 
business hub – will be ‘I+’; a seven-storey, 160,000 sq ft office block aimed at 
telecommunications, media and digital-reliant tenants.

The concept of ‘I+’ is based around the idea that its tenants will dictate the inner 
workings of the building, in order to suit their needs. The development will 
essentially be a concrete and glass shell, in which the tenants determine the 
specification of the services that they require and, most importantly, they will have 
an influence on the cost.

What does this mean for executives of new businesses who are currently looking 
to expand their operations? ‘I+’ does in fact point towards where the market is 
already heading: the inner core of Manchester is now awash with projects and 
developments that allow start-ups and SMEs the freedom of control over their 
environment and expansion plans. For entrepreneurs and start-ups looking to 
maximize their investment into new premises, MIDAS recommends taking the 
following five steps.

Home to collaborative business communities, growth hubs, a high
quality skilled workforce, low cost, low risk initiatives that enable
businesses to grow, and unrivalled access to markets and networks,
Manchester offers the ideal platform for growth. 

Whether you are a start-up or looking to scale-up, MIDAS,
Manchester’s inward investment agency, offer a range of business
support that makes growing your business easy. MIDAS provides 
an extensive package of expert, free and confidential advice for
companies looking relocate or grow their business. From support 
in building the business case to finding flexible property solutions,
MIDAS is here to help.

To find out how MIDAS can help you grow contact us on 
T +44 (0)161 875 2239  E info@midas.org.uk 
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1. Minimize risk

In order to achieve growth it is important to have the right kind of base to scale up a 
venture. There are many schemes that offer businesses, regardless of size, the chance 
to expand their organization with little risk. Make sure you explore these options.

In Manchester, a series of incubators and growth hubs presently exist to support 
the emergence of new businesses and the development of SMEs. Current projects and 
schemes include Manchester Science Parks, The University of Manchester Innovation 
Centre (UMIC), Innospace – Manchester Metropolitan University’s business 
incubator, The Sharp Project (for entrepreneurs and start-ups in the creative 
industries), MediaCityUK (the new home of the BBC and ITV in the North) and the 
Corridor – a business location at the heart of Manchester’s knowledge economy, 
which covers over 243 hectares and houses a 55,000-strong workforce.

All of these developments offer opportunities for businesses to grow with minimal 
risk. They are ideal for start-ups, businesses looking to expand or organizations looking 
to relocate. Often these schemes offer events and seminars, courses and training on key 
issues such as changes in VAT and IP law, all of which are ideal to helping SMEs grow.

2. Seek out support services that are available  
to you

Many locations provide support to help minimize the initial risk even further. In 
Manchester, MIDAS deploys a ‘soft-landing’ service for national and international 
businesses that are looking to expand into Europe.

‘Hello Manchester’ is a service that offers free office space to overseas investors 
along with a full range of business support. The initiative provides businesses with 
the opportunity to establish a foothold in Europe’s top city for business 
competitiveness1 with minimal risk and cost. Companies taking advantage of this 
service benefit from the city’s unrivalled access to markets and networks and gain the 
chance to internationalize their company and build a customer base before making 
significant capital investment.

3. Seek the correct financial support

Growing businesses can turn to a number of organizations for help with working 
through innovative finance options. It’s crucial to find the right finance package for 
your company that will allow you to achieve short-, medium- and long-term objectives 
and to access the appropriate financial solution needs and specialist advice.

In Manchester, there is an organization called North West Access to Finance 
which can provide specialist support for SMEs and access to business angels. Some 
funds set a minimum investment threshold, such as Regional Growth Fund which 
attracts bids for capital investment of at least £1 million.
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For smaller high-growth companies it is often much lower levels of support that 
are required to take them to the next stage of product development. There are a 
number of funds available that will invest or lend as little as £10k or provide access to 
specialist coaching, mentoring or consultancy, or could even include collaborative 
R&D solutions.

In Manchester, as a response to requests from businesses to provide innovative 
finance solutions, the city has created the Manchester Investment Fund. The Fund 
aims to make it easier for smaller companies to lend money without giving up equity, 
but at much lower interest rates than commercial solutions.

4. Call on the right skills and seek out 
‘collaborative communities’

Forge contacts with the city’s educational institutes, such as The University of 
Manchester, which has a long history of working with technology companies. 
‘IBM is a great example of this,’ says said Professor Rod Coombs, the university’s 
deputy president. ‘The IBM Manchester Laboratory has its origins in technologies 
developed in the School of Computer Science, and the university has many ongoing 
collaborations with IBM. For example, the university prides itself in having among 
the most comprehensive Computer Science and Information Technology 
Management programmes in the country, and IBM contributes a Business IT 
Architecture module to these, providing a unique draw for students from across 
the globe.’

The quality of graduates in Manchester played a key role in IBM making a 
decision to open a Development Lab in the city. Many of the Lab’s engineers and 
staff are University of Manchester alumni, including several members of the 
management team. However, IBM has also been able to benefit from Manchester’s 
proximity to many other UK locations, attracting skilled employees from across the 
North West, with a number of employees commuting from surrounding cities, 
including York and Sheffield.

It may be considered controversial by some, but collaboration between commercial 
ventures and education providers enables growth. Environments in which businesses 
can exchange knowledge result in innovation. Businesses located in incubators or 
locations such as Manchester Science Park, the Sharp Project and the Corridor are 
testament to this. The flexibility offered and the collaborative nature of these locations 
provides the chance to build business opportunities in a low-cost environment. This 
significantly removes the risk for companies but allows them to foster innovation and 
benefit from shared profits.

Businesses such as Phagenesis Ltd (Bio), Cascade Consulting (Energy & 
Environment), Cubic Motion (Creative, Digital & Media), Bell Munro (Construction) 
and Telecity (ICT) thrive in these environments. Such locations can create steady 
growth, enabling business to move from that solitary desk into an office.
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5. Use technological advances to your benefit

The rapid change in technology and its increasing dominance can often be challenging. 
However, it also offers small businesses the chance to compete with larger and more 
established organizations, enabling them to work globally and providing access to a 
global marketplace.

One such example can be seen in the Sharp Project, home to many of the city’s 
digital and creative start-up companies. These offices, which are located in shipping 
containers on the former site of Sharp Electronics in East Manchester, provide 
affordable entry points to small businesses. The site combines space, imagination and 
power, attracting industry leaders of the sector as its occupants.

Sharp, which offers businesses easy-in, easy-out contracts, provides start-ups the 
ideal opportunity to get their foot on the ladder without facing too much risk. It 
evolved from the city’s desire to strengthen its already formidable digital content 
sector after the BBC’s decision to move to MediaCityUK in Greater Manchester. 

Sue Woodward, director of the Sharp Project, is very clear on Sharp’s role within 
Greater Manchester’s media landscape. She describes it as a ‘grow bag’ for start-ups 
involved in the creation, manipulation or distribution of digital content. ‘We’re not 
really attracting the people who want to be at MediaCityUK, we’re attracting those 
who want to supply them,’ she explains. ‘We’re the centre that innovates. Then we 
take out innovations and sell them to the guys down the block.’ 

With such a flexible set-up it is easy for growing companies to expand in environments 
such as these, but they won’t be locked into a punishing lease if the business fizzles out. 
And at £50 a week for a single unit, it is proving to be a very popular scheme.

The importance of high-speed internet to the project cannot be overemphasized. 
Woodward points out that most creative firms can’t afford superfast broadband, and 
this stifles innovation. But access to the internet exchange based at Manchester 
Science Park – one of only two transatlantic pipelines in the UK – is giving companies 
based at Sharp a powerful market advantage. It also enables Sharp to create a virtual 
super studio – a global network capable of digital content production by joint teams 
in different time zones.

At the same time, it is important to be flexible and modify your offering – this can 
be seen in many of Greater Manchester’s IT companies and the dominance of social 
media. Several communications companies in Greater Manchester have embraced 
cloud computing.

One example is Fast Net whose business has increased 67 per cent year on year. The 
company has spent £4 million building a 12,500 sq ft data centre at Trafford Park. 

Their chief executive, Lawrence Jones, was cited in the Financial Times in 2011 
saying ‘...that Manchester’s growth is helped by its infrastructure. It has the only 
direct link into the internet in England outside London, has plenty of power supply 
and is centrally located in the UK.’

Note
1 KPMG International, 2010.
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Tim Newns is the Chief Executive of MIDAS, Manchester’s investment and 
development agency. MIDAS is dedicated to helping overseas and UK companies 
establish and grow their business in Greater Manchester. It offers an extensive 
package of expert, free and confidential advice for potential investors and location 
consultants. Tel: + 44 (0)161 875 2239; website: www.investinmanchester.com



DON'T OUT-SOURCE YOUR IT, IN-SOURCE OURS!
Forget About IT is a completely new way to solve
your IT worries and guarantee your data is secure.
Call 0870 7572924 or visit www.forgetaboutit.net
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6.2Questions  
on the cloud

Cloud, smoke or mirror? Marco van Beek at Forget About IT looks at the 

implications of cloud computing for network design

M any of you will have heard the latest buzzword in IT, ‘cloud computing’, but I 
suspect that if I ask you all what it means, there will be as many answers as 

there are readers. And none of you will be wrong, yet very few will actually be right.
Cloud computing is the latest catch-all phrase for some technology and methodology 

that has been around for decades. There are now a large number of server farms in 
various places all over the world, including London. These server farms are mostly owned 
by different people, who in turn rent space inside them to a second set of people who 
install lots of servers in them. Once all these servers are powered up and connected 
together they are rented out as raw processing power and data storage to a third set of 
people who create services which they then pass on either directly to the end user or, more 
usually, to a reseller who actually drums up the business. Making it all sound very new 
and cutting edge makes it easier to market. Advances in hardware design have made it 
cheaper to implement, and advances in software have made it easier, but none of it is new.

When computing first started, you rented time on a mainframe computer. It was 
centrally controlled by system administrators who decided everything for you. You 
got what you were given, which hopefully was what you needed, but certainly wasn’t 
what you wanted. It had its upside. Programs were generally more reliable, the 
software was usually better written in terms of stability, albeit harder to use. There 
were no marketing people to push endless enhancements that nobody in their right 
mind would ask for. Then the personal computer arrived, and ever since then, the 
costs of maintaining computer systems have been spiralling upwards. Viruses, 
countless updates, security patches, it all adds up. It was so much easier in the old 
days... Well, it wasn’t really, but ever since, much of the IT support industry has been 
trying to centralize everything again as a way of reducing costs.

A second factor is the advances in virtual computing. It is nothing new. Computers 
in the mid-1960s were already able to provide a virtual environment for older 
versions of systems. By the late 1990s many web developers were renting their own 
virtual server, which would be one of 20 or more on the same hardware, and they, in 
turn, would run 100+ small websites on it. And as each layer was added, a profit was 
made. The stage was set. Now that the hardware supports virtualization and the 
control software can manage many physical computers, scalability has become not 
only practical, but massively profitable.
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So why is virtualization of such interest? It is basically a time share. Computers 
rarely use 100 per cent of their capacity, 100 per cent of the time. So part of the 
interest is cost. If you can get one physical server to do the work of many, it is cheaper 
in terms of both hardware and power consumption. It also comes into its own when 
you can move the virtual servers seamlessly from one bit of hardware to another. 
That gives you the ability to add or replace hardware as it is needed, without anyone 
noticing. You can get your salesperson to sell, sell, sell, knowing that you can always 
squeeze another virtual machine in somewhere, and once there is enough revenue 
coming in, buy some more hardware and spread the load. It is the ultimate ‘just in 
time’ supplier solution, as you don’t actually need the bit in time to satisfy the client.

So what really is cloud computing? Broadly speaking, it breaks down into three 
different categories: rental of storage, rental of services and rental of hardware:

 ● Rental of storage is the easiest to define. Someone, somewhere, built an 
enormous room full of hard drives and started to make money by renting you 
that space. Other people then did the same thing in other parts of the world, 
and some more of them have done it all over the world, duplicating the data to 
provide better fault tolerance. These people cannot really buy hard drives any 
cheaper than you or I could, if we were to buy them in the same numbers. 
Their margins are in using the latest compression tools to squeeze the data into 
the smallest possible space, and selling space rather than size. They also sell 
themselves on being secure, and virtually indestructible, which is not always 
the case. There is little difference between the hardware they use and the 
hardware you can buy off the shelf yourself. They have economies of scale, 
both in purchasing and security, but more than a few recently publicized 
outages have shown that they are just as vulnerable to hardware failures, staff 
incompetence or malicious behaviour as the rest of us.

 ● Rental of services, including what is more commonly known as SAAS 
(Software As A Service), is where a company rents you a service, usually a bit 
of software which resides on their servers. You pay a monthly fee, and in 
exchange get to use that software. When you stop paying, you lose access to 
the software and the data that was in it, unless you exported it first. Software 
developers love SAAS because they can continuously develop the software, 
bringing out updates by the minute, if needed.

 ● Rental of hardware is where the big boys play. People like Amazon have big 
installations all over the world where you can rent virtual computers with the 
configuration of your choice. You can rent processing power by the hour, and 
it is great for technology start-ups which are going to need a lot of capacity 
with little or no notice, but cannot afford to gear up until the money starts 
coming in.

So any current cloud solution will fall into one or more of the above categories, 
regardless of how they dress it up. There is no one ‘cloud’, but thousands. There is 
nothing in a basic cloud that makes it any more or any less reliable than a server in the 
same building as you.

So why all the hysteria? Is it just a case of the emperor’s new clothes, or should we 
believe the hype?
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As with all things in life, one size usually fits none. There are aspects of cloud 
technology which are very useful, and some which leave you in a worse position 
than before. In all cases it comes down to the small print. What are you actually 
signing up for?

The best example of a cloud solution being a good idea is remote backups. Software 
running on your local computers can be copied to a remote location, so that if the 
computer is stolen or the building burns down, you have another copy. It is the logical 
progression from having to remember to take a tape home every night. However, a 
proper backup system will have some sort of rotation so that a new backup does not 
overwrite an older backup. If you want to use a cloud solution for all your backups, it 
needs to have some sort of rotation system that you are happy with.

You also need to be happy with where the data is stored. Cloud solutions sell 
themselves on being secure, and some are. There are backup providers who have 
located themselves in Cold War bunkers and missile silos, and others who are less 
paranoid. Microsoft set up a small server farm in a tent for a few months in 2008, just 
to prove that they could. Hopefully they didn’t sell it on eBay afterwards... For some 
businesses there may be jurisdictional issues as well. Although there are ‘Safe Harbor’ 
agreements between the United States and the EU, they aren’t always enough, and 
besides, your own clients might have something to say about where you store the data 
they have entrusted to you.

You also need to know what happens when someone forgets to pay the bill. Does 
your data just get deleted? Do you have a grace period, and how do you find out 
when the credit card that was used expires? The management of your cloud solution 
is even more important because it is out of sight. There is no tape that has failed to 
eject, no flashing red lights, but with luck, you might be able to get a confirmation 
e-mail and a log file at the end of each backup.

If you want to use a SAAS solution there are other questions you need to ask. With 
a backup solution you have the primary copy of your data, but with a SAAS solution 
it is stored on the provider’s servers. You are wholly reliant on them performing 
reliable backups. It may be possible to have a scheduled data export dump e-mailed 
to you each night, but if not, you may need to do one manually every day, just in case. 
And if you cannot export your data easily, you should consider if the solution is as 
good as it seems. As with a backup solution, you need to know what happens if you 
forget to pay your bill, but now you also need to know what happens if the provider 
forgets to pay the bills. They will be renting virtual servers from a larger cloud 
provider, or rack space for their own physical servers. Either way, doing an initial 
credit check and keeping an eye on their ongoing financial health is prudent behaviour.

And with all of these solutions, you need to know how reliable it is. Server 
hardware has the same levels of reliability no matter where it is located. Just because 
it is a ‘cloud’ solution does not magically make it better. Yes, some cloud providers 
will automatically move virtual machines to different servers to allow them to swap 
out ailing hardware, but you get what you pay for, and just because a provider tells 
you they have multiple locations, it does not automatically mean that if one location 
goes down, your data and services will be seamlessly switched.

Many providers will give up some uptime figures. However, I am always astonished 
at how few people actually do the maths. A 99.9 per cent uptime figure also means 
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that the system is expected to be down for eight hours a year. Microsoft’s Office365 
became known as Office364 after a couple of outages within a month of being 
launched. Both Amazon and Google have also had problems, and RIM had over two 
days of disruption to its BlackBerry services.

Another cloud solution is the plethora of remote desktop solutions, often known 
as ‘Infrastructure As A Service’. With these solutions, you ditch your desktop 
computer and use a virtual desktop computer, usually together with a virtual server 
from a cloud provider. Back at your desk, either you use a ‘thin’ client computer, little 
more than a dumb terminal, or you use a remote desktop program on your old 
computer, and all your data is on the virtual system. This is now a system that has 
been specifically ‘constructed’ for your business, just as it would be if you had your 
own server, so you are likely to need similar levels of technical support. At this point 
all your eggs are firmly in one basket, and worse, you are likely to have handed all of 
your software licences over to the provider for it to convert to rental ones. When you 
finish with that provider, you will own nothing, as the licences now belong to them. 
You will have to start again. It is a dangerous position to put yourself in.

So the cloud is not necessarily safer than having your own server, and it is not 
necessarily more reliable either. It is usually cheaper, but you usually pay the price in 
terms of quality of service. Worst of all, you are often placing your business in the 
hands of people you may not be able to speak to when there is a problem.

The cloud is just another tool. It can be part of your IT solution, but it needs to be 
assessed just like any other part of your business strategy. The internet is great for 
hiding behind. A fancy website, some cool pictures, hard to tell the fluff from the 
substance, or should I say the cloud from the smoke. What the cloud is not is a new 
set of shiny new clothes that only the clever people can see.

Forget About IT enables you to concentrate on your core business while giving 
you access to a professional and fast IT support service with low costs and 
guaranteed response times. We offer a completely new way to solve your IT 
worries and guarantee that your data is secure. Forget About IT provides a 
managed in-house solution that enables you to spend your time growing and 
developing your own business and not worrying about IT. Further details: tel: 
0870 757 2924; website: www.forgetaboutit.net



6.3Achieving  
growth through 
your working 
environment

Ismena Clout, Chairman of the British Institute of Facilities Management (BIFM), 

provides an overview of how managing your facilities effectively can give a real 

injection to the bottom line and facilitate effective growth

M ost businesses have a workplace and if the organization is to grow and flourish, 
that workplace must be well managed. That’s what good facilities management 

(FM) does. It’s about supporting people to work how and where they perform best, 
linking people, place and technology to create productive environments from offices 
to hospitals and schools to oil rigs. Well-managed facilities make the difference 
between business failure and success.

Well-being and productivity

We spend most of our waking hours at work, so we deserve a pleasant workplace that 
supports us when we want to work quietly, collaborate with colleagues, hold private 
discussions or have a Skype conversation with a client on the other side of the world. 
A good workplace makes people feel well, energized, productive and enthusiastic 
about their work. It will make them want to come to work. A poor workplace, in 
comparison, frustrates people’s work, reduces their productivity and can even make 
them sick. A 1984 World Health Organization report suggested that up to 30 per 
cent of new and remodelled buildings worldwide may cause their occupants to 
become ill. Known as sick building syndrome, the condition can cause irritation of 
the eyes, nose, throat, skin irritation and odour and taste sensations, and is linked to 
inadequate ventilation and chemical and biological contaminants. Ensuring good 
ventilation is therefore crucial – offices with windows that open are rare in large 
offices but remain popular with occupants.
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Lighting is also an essential part of office life – people need illumination to read, 
write, type and interact with one another. Although some trendy design agencies have 
experimented with working in the dark and even restaurants have been known to 
serve food in the dark to enhance its taste, they quickly switch the lights back on 
when the press attention dies down. According to academic research, 85 per cent of 
office work requires light, and poor light, or a lack of light, is a key cause of depression, 
as well as eye strain and headaches. A well-lit space also makes us happier and more 
productive. A recent North American investigation revealed that brighter office 
lighting increases employee performance by more than 10 per cent. People tested in 
varying lighting conditions were found to be more alert and to experience mood 
elevation under brighter lighting. Natural daylight is the best option – one California-
based manufacturing company introducing skylights to improve natural light and 
saw productivity increase by 5 per cent and absenteeism fall by 40 per cent. But where 
that’s not possible, care should be taken to ensure that there is adequate light for all 
the different activities performed, from individual work to collaborative meetings.

While the facilities manager will need to have some central control over the 
workplace, research from the Prism team at the University of Exeter reveals that 
control over your immediate office environment improves concentration, well-being 
and productivity. So allowing people to personalize their space, and have control 
over their environment such as lighting levels and temperature, will pay dividends.

Mood food

What we eat has a big impact on our performance at work – from mental clarity to 
energy, stamina and productivity, food governs how well our bodies and brains 
function. Research from Vielife reveals that employees with poor nutritional balance 
reported 21 per cent more sick-related absence and 11 per cent lower productivity 
than healthier colleagues. People with good nutrition report a 15 per cent higher 
mood score, 6 per cent higher job satisfaction and 28 per cent better stress management 
score. Meanwhile another Vielife research project showed that the most healthy 
quartile of the workforce is seven hours more productive a week than the least 
healthy quartile. Therefore providing the right food for employees at work can help 
to boost their productivity and the bottom line. Employers also find that providing 
catering in-house reduces the need for employees to leave the office, meaning that 
they actually spend more time at work.

But hold the cakes and disconnect the coke machine. Replace the meeting biscuits 
with fruit, nuts and smoothies, offer free fruit to staff and consider low-carb 
alternatives to lunchtime sandwiches to combat the post-lunch slump. From edamame 
beans to seaweed, there are numerous foods which are believed to boost people’s 
performance. Professor John Stein, emeritus professor of neuroscience at Magdalen 
College, Oxford, for example, has made a direct link between the amount of fish 
people eat and their IQ, motor and social skills and ability to counteract depression. 
And it’s not just about food. Just a 2 per cent reduction in hydration reduces 
concentration levels by between 10 and 25 per cent, so providing plenty of fresh 
water keeps people alert and able to concentrate.
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Office as recruitment tool

The workplace is the physical manifestation of an organization’s brand and many 
organizations use it to recruit and retain both staff and clients. When asked why the 
new Mintel office in London had a caravan for a tea point and a Tardis meeting 
room, the chairman replied that it made Mintel memorable and people wanted to 
come back. Other organizations use their workplace to live their brand. The new 
Red Bull office in London is, like the company’s product, a high-energy experience. 
So keen was Red Bull to encourage collaboration between staff that they cut a series 
of voids into the floor plates of the three floors and dropped a slide and a floating 
staircase through the middle, offering visual and physical connectivity. There are 
also meeting rooms with ping pong tables, a modern bar and café, and a comfortable 
lounge area. And to top it all off, the terrace converts into a bungee jump bridge. 
Meanwhile Google’s Zurich office employs a fire-pole as a ‘quick route’ between 
floors but has added a quiet room for contemplation with bathtubs (but with no 
water) into which employees can settle down and watch tropical fish swim languidly 
around a huge aquarium to the faint strains of somnolent ambient music. One of 
the wackiest meeting rooms has to be in Momentum, an innovation centre in a 
Dutch science park. A series of imaginative spaces encourage participants to 
approach their work from a new angle. The best is a meeting room with a 
deliberately low ceiling that forces people to sit in a sunken pit in the centre of the 
room. And if things get too much, there is always the screaming room – a 
soundproofed room with reflective panels where people can really let their 
frustrations out.

These types of facilities are great talking points for employees and customers alike 
and help to embody the company’s brand. While some of the wackier ideas might be 
beyond an SME’s budget, the workplace should still aim to reflect the brand ideals of 
the business and be a draw for employees and customers. Corporate imagery, interior 
décor and furniture should all be selected and employed carefully. For example, a 
business with sustainability at its heart could look at using recycled furniture; a 
creative business might want to provide different types of workplaces, using beanbags 
or meeting ‘beds’.

As an organization grows and acquires other businesses, the workplace plays a key 
role in communicating the brand ideals to new employees and helping them adapt to 
the new culture of the merged business.

Work has left the building

While most of a facilities manager’s time is spent focusing on the workplace, with 
people increasingly working everywhere from trains and planes to libraries, client 
sites and their kitchen table, facilities managers support work wherever and whenever 
it takes place. Organizations introduced flexible or agile working policies largely to 
reduce the cost of their real estate in the face of economic challenges, but it has also 
proved to increase people’s productivity and also their general well-being and work–
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life balance. Good collaborative technology is key to ensuring that people can work 
seamlessly wherever they are. But mobility within the office is as important as 
mobility away from the office and many organizations provide a range of spaces, 
from hot desks to café-style meeting tables and beanbags, backed up with WiFi, to 
ensure that people work in the spaces which suit them best. This not only improves 
their productivity but ensures a more efficient use of the space: desks in large office 
buildings are thoroughly underused, with the typical desk utilization being about 
50–60 per cent. In other words, desks are empty for 40–50 per cent of the time that 
they are available and being paid for. As well as the cost of this poor utilization there 
is also a significant environmental issue given that this empty capacity is being lit and 
cooled all the time, generating CO2 even when nobody is there. As the guardian of an 
organization’s sustainability credentials, the facilities manager has a constant eye on 
making the best use of assets.

Business as usual

FM may be seen as a support function but it is also a business-critical department 
with responsibility for developing, practising and enacting the business continuity 
plan, dealing with everything from natural disasters to technological crises, terrorism 
and man-made disasters. Facilities managers manage the evacuation procedure and 
alarm systems, and liaise with the police and counterterrorism officers. They are 
aware of anything going on in the area. They must gather intelligence and coordinate 
the security teams on site. FM providers will be expected to get staff get up and 
running, and ensure that the site is operational.

UK terrorist threat levels are still a serious concern and pose a constant threat to 
premises and employees. Facilities managers must be capable and fully alert to 
potential terrorist threats. Even hoax threats can cause inconvenience and financial 
loss. All bomb threat calls, whether genuine or hoax, constitute a crime and should be 
reported to the on-site security team and the police.

Outsourcing FM 

Within an SME, FM may be part of a PA or office manager’s role. As the business 
grows, it may become a discrete job role but there comes a time when many 
organizations look to outsource their FM to external experts. Cost reduction, 
increased efficiency and the expertise, knowledge and support gained from a specialist 
provider are all key benefits and the organization can then concentrate on its core 
business. Outsourcing non-core sections of your business allows you to concentrate 
on more important elements such as growing the business and being flexible. In a 
recession, cost is critical. Outsourcing gives access to the skills and knowledge that 
will help reduce expenditure while improving service quality and improving many 
other FM-specific functions.
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Ismena Clout is the Chairman of the British Institute of Facilities Management 
(BIFM), the leading professional body for facilities management. BIFM 
represents the interests of over 12,500 individual and organizational members 
and provides information and resources; training and qualifications and 
networking opportunities for the facilities management community. Facilities 
management professionals are responsible for services that support and enable 
business. Their roles can cover management of a wide range of areas including: 
health and safety, risk management, business continuity, procurement, 
sustainability, space planning, energy, property and asset management. They 
are typically responsible for activities such as catering, cleaning, building 
maintenance, environmental services, security and reception. 
 Ismena is also Key Account Manager for powerPerfector, a role she has had 
since June 2009 where she focuses on partnering with Facilities Management 
companies around the UK. Prior to that she worked as a client side operational 
Facilities Manager for over 10 years and in that time was Property Manager for 
Lend Lease Europe and Facilities Manager for HarperCollins Publishers, Hat 
Trick Productions and iTouch plc.


