
 

 

 

You can’t just focus on the technology side of the transformation. I think you’d be doing yourself a 

real disservice. To me, it’s really the human side of transformation that is the most important. 

 

The Workplace of the Future: How Human-Centric Design Increases Productivity 

When workplace design is human-centric, employees are happier, and companies often experience 

increases in attraction, retention, and productivity. Lynn Roger, the Global Head of Employee 

Experience and Workplace Transformation at BMO Financial Group, is passionate about the topic of 

workplace transformation, and shares how organizations are recognizing the importance of this 

trend.  

Kathleen Burns-Kingsbury: When employees are satisfied with their workplace design, 

organizations experience increases in employee attraction, retention, and productivity. At BMO 

Financial Group, Lynn Roger is the Global Head of Employee Experience and Workplace 

Transformation. Today, she is going to share her insights and expertise in how organizations are 

creating the workplace of the future, and why it’s important for business leaders, entrepreneurs, and 

employees to know about this trend. Welcome, Lynn, to the podcast today! 

Lynn Roger: Thanks Kathleen. 

KBK: I’m really excited to have you! You know, this is somewhat of a new, not a new field for you, 

but a new field for me to be learning about, and maybe for some of our listeners as well. Can you 

explain what the term ‘workplace transformation’ means, and why it’s so important.  

LR: So, thanks, for sure. I know it’s probably a new term out there in the marketplace. It’s really 

borne out of what’s happening in the world. So, we’re transforming the workplace because the way 

people work today is very different than the way they worked before. I remember, when I started at 

this organization – I’m not going to say when because it was a long time ago – our view on the 

workplace was really, senior leaders had big offices, and the rest of the staff were somewhere in 

the middle. We really didn’t think about the workplace as something that actually enables your 

ability in business to accelerate or achieve its performance objective. And so, it’s a very different 

dynamic that’s happening today, and it’s quite exciting. I’m very motivated by it. 

KBK: So, when you are thinking about workplace transformation… I walk into a building. How do I 

know if it’s something that has been transformed? Or what would make it different? I guess I’m 

trying to kind of visualize that, and get a picture. 

LR: That’s a really good question. And so, I think everybody could close their eyes and imagine what 

a traditional workplace looks like, right? The offices for leaders are on the perimeter, the traditional 

perimeter. So, big windows, etc. And the teams are in the middle. Not too many people talking to 

each other. A lot of silos. And everything looks quite clinical. When a workspace is transformed, 

when you get off the elevators, there’s actually someone that’s welcoming you. I’m not talking 

about a receptionist here. This is an experience ambassador. This is someone, whose primary job, is  



 

 

 

to make you feel welcomed, but also to make sure you have what you need to be productive. So, 

that’s the first thing you’ll see; somebody who is going to be there to welcome you. When you have 

access into the space, you’re going to see a great many different options for you to work. So there’s 

closed spaces for focused work, there’s collaboration spaces, there’s all these different spaces. 

What’s going to hit you first once you’re inside, is this access to light because we don’t have any 

offices on the outside perimeter. And so when a space is transformed, you actually see light. And 

the second thing, I would say, is that you feel a buzz. There an energy that’s tangible, that’s 

palpable. You feel it. Because people are collaborating. People are talking, people are moving about. 

And so you see all this activity. And I have to say, when I do my visits, and I go to floors that haven’t 

been renovated or transformed, there’s such a huge difference. I feel energy on one, and I don’t feel 

energy on the other. And that’s what we’re trying to change. 

KBK: Well, I would imagine that just the light would be helpful in terms of people’s moods, and 

productivity, just because having access to light is useful in that regard.  

LR: Absolutely. And so, part of our strategy is to make sure that we embed wellness into the 

workplace experience for our employees. And so, we’re thinking of different ways we can bring that 

to their experience. We even have, one of the things that’s quite unique, is we have prayer rooms 

where people of a certain faith could spend time there. We have nursing rooms for mothers that 

would need to express their milk. We’re using space in a very different way, and what we want 

employees to feel is that they’re cared for here, right? Their experience matters to us, and we’ve 

found that it actually makes them happier, like you said, so higher employee engagement, and it 

brings them back the next day. And so, that’s really important for us.  

KBK: Well, and I didn’t really realize how much it fits with diversity and inclusion objectives as well. 

I mean it sounds like a cool concept. What about that person who says, “you know what? I like to 

shut my door. I like to have my alone time.” Is there also available space for someone like that? 

LR: Yeah. For sure. So we’re trying to move away from dedicated offices, and move more towards a 

shared office because we realize that oftentimes, leaders are not in their offices, they’re actually in 

meeting rooms. And so, we’re introducing this concept of sharing offices. But, to your point 

specifically about someone that’s not a leader and that actually needs downtime, focus time, there 

are what we call focus pods that are free – and I say free as in they’re not dedicated so you can just 

park yourself in there and work for a few hours. And so, we really acknowledge that there are 

different things that you’re going to be working on throughout the day that may require a different 

kind of space. And so, that’s when we talk about giving employees flexibility and choice. It’s actually 

the flexibility to move around. And to work in a way that makes them most productive, right? And 

so, there’s a lot of optionality here. 

KBK: And leaders – you said that leaders, that it’s really important that you have their buy-in and 

that they’re part of this process – tell me more about how that’s helpful in terms of creating a 

productive workplace.  

 



 

 

 

LR: For sure. So, I’ll give you an example of something we did in Edmonton. The senior leader had a 

compelling vision. Bring different teams together in service of the customer, right? This narrative 

started to really create a sense of purpose for these teams. And these teams actually have different 

leaders; it’s all different lines of business. I would say, at first, there was a great deal of 

apprehension. So, we’re bringing all these groups together, some leaders are coming out of offices, 

and they’ve always worked in offices. You can appreciate that the resistance was quite high. I’m 

quite proud of the change management effort there because the leader that was the most 

apprehensive became the biggest advocate for this work. And I often call upon him to speak to 

others that are going to live the change. When he understood that we were really there to help him 

make his business better, have a better experience for customers, he said, “Hey, this doesn’t feel 

like one size fits all. I can actually talk about what doesn’t work in our current workplace, and we 

can actually co-design this space.” And so, what we saw, was quite great, I must say. We saw a 15 

percent annual increase in business from referrals. The employee engagement scores: industry 

leading levels. They had never seen that level before. And so, you can appreciate that our vision 

now across Canada for multiple towers, is to bring different groups together in service of the 

customer. We’re really seeing that this collaboration is working, and the benefits are really concrete. 

So this really has given us the opportunity to scale, both in Canada and in the US. So, we’re really 

quite proud of this example that we’ve had. 

KBK: One of the things that I recommend as an expert in women and wealth when I go out and I 

teach financial services professionals how to be more gender savvy is one of the things I talk about 

is taking a team approach, and the other thing I talk about is sitting at a table, you know, at a couch 

with a small table as opposed to being in a formal office setting. So I’m wondering, in terms of all 

the work that BMO does around women and wealth, is this type of service, or these types of 

recommendations being implemented? And does this kind of fit with what you’re talking about in 

terms of workplace transformation? 

LR: Absolutely. And so the example in Edmonton is just that. So, if you think of private bankers 

coming together with advisors, with retail leaders, and commercial leaders. This is really bringing 

the best of BMO towards a solution for clients, right? I can’t think of a better example of that. It has 

proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that we’re actually way better. Proximity breeds trust, and 

trust is necessary to encourage referrals, and to share ideas. So I think that this type of environment 

actually really creates that. So it’s not about funky furniture per say. Your comments on the 

informality of certain spaces, it actually really does work, right? I’ve seen groups come together in 

what we call collision zones which is kind of like an area where we serve coffee, and they’re 

ideating in that space. They’re not even in their work environment, but they’re still working and 

ideating in that space because, I don’t know… it’s convenient because there’s coffee. I don’t know if 

that’s the secret sauce. But what we’re seeing is that people are picking the places and the times 

that work best for them to actually create new solutions, work together, and we’ve seen a reduction 

in email traffic, and we’ve seen a reduction in formal meeting requests. Because, you bump into 

people, you ask a question, and it’s done instead of trying to set up an appointment, and making 

something very formal. Our employees are finding they can get things done much more simpler.  



 

 

 

KBK: It’s funny. It’s kind of like going back retro, right? With the old-fashioned talk to you over 

coffee in the coffee room situation which is actually nice on a variety of levels.  

LR: I like to refer to it as bringing the humanity back. Oftentimes, when people think about 

transformation, they think about technology, and I do think about technology, but I think of 

technology second. I think it’s an enabler of performance to start with. So I’m quite delighted it’s the 

human side of that transformation – the interactions with people – that we’re trying to engineer as 

technological as that sounds. But that’s really what this is; it’s bringing people together, and that’s 

actually why we’ve adopted a people-first attitude. 

KBK: Do you think this has anything to do with the fact that there are different desires of the 

millennial generation, the millennial employee, the millennial client, and that some of what’s being 

done now is to better serve that generation? Or do you think it’s really not about generations? 

LR: Well, you know, I think there’s always a force that drives change, and so the pace of technology, 

the evolving customer expectations, and the dynamic of a new generation in the workforce for sure 

influences change. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that was the case. But when I think about what 

millennials are looking for… they want a sense of belonging, they want to work in a company that 

has strong values, they want to have choice, they want to make a social connection. I’m thinking 

like, “Hey, I’m not a millennial and I want that too.” And so I think that what we’re seeing different 

about millennials though, is that they’ll raise their voice, probably earlier, and more often, then 

perhaps my generation did. But we’re not building specifically for millennials because what we’re 

finding is people of all generations like to have choice. And so that’s kind of what we’re offering. 

But I would say, when you are recruiting talent, and it’s back to when you asked the question where 

a workplace is transformed and where it’s not. I would say that we have a much easier time selling 

an opportunity in a workplace that has been transformed than one that is very traditional. Because, 

to the fact I mentioned earlier, there’s a buzz in the air in the places we’ve transformed. There’s an 

energy there, a camaraderie, and this sense of belonging to something, right? And so I think that’s 

important to attract talent. 

KBK: Now, for people who are listening in who maybe don’t work in a corporate setting, or are not 

potential or existing employees of BMO, I’m wondering what they will notice as either a bank 

customer or as somebody who is entering into one of these workplaces. 

LR: What they’re going to notice? Well, the first thing I would say is that the journey is multi-year. It 

may take some time for someone to notice. But, I think what I hope they will notice is that when 

we say that we are bank that wants to define a great customer experience, that we are really 

putting people at the heart of our strategy. That we live the brand that we promise. And that they 

can see that come alive in the workplace. That doesn’t mean putting a poster on the wall that says, 

“Customers are important for us.” You may have heard that we are building an urban campus in 

downtown Toronto… 

KBK: Yes! That’s exciting. 



 

 

 

LR: Yes, right on top of Nordstroms. And so, I think that is probably the best beacon within our 

transformation portfolio of changing the way we work. When we envisioned the Toronto urban 

campus – and by the way, we did that with 34 senior leaders in the company. We spent two and a 

half days together. And we imagined what this could be. I can’t recall spending two and a half days 

on anything in my whole career. Thirty-four leaders. And so, we imagined this space as a 

customer/client solutions hub. Let’s bring the teams that are in service of creating products and 

services for our customers into that space. Let’s empower them to be creative and innovative. And 

let’s bring the customers into that space so we can get their feedback live when we’re actually 

developing products. When we left that two and a half day session, we were all pumped and jazzed. 

And when I mentioned earlier that we want this to be leader-led, I can’t tell you how strongly I feel 

about that – that the business really has to lead the change. And so these leaders walked away with 

a sense of ownership of what’s going to happen in that space. They walked away with a sense of 

accountability in how it’s going to be designed. And they also walked away with the realization that 

they had to lead differently, or they’ll have to lead differently in this new context because we’re 

going to be embracing a lot of self-managed teams, and empowering our teams to make decisions. 

We believe those that are closer to the customer actually have a better sense of the solutions they 

need to bring. That campus will be our beacon for the transformation projects that are to come in 

other locations as well.  

KBK: You know, you’ve used the term in the past with me – future-proofing the company. So part of 

what I think you’re talking about today is how do you make the workplace of the future, how do 

you future-proof your company. Now, for those folks who aren’t working in large corporations, or 

maybe those who are leaders, what are one or two tips based on your experience about how they 

can go about starting this process of future-proofing their companies.  

LR: I really don’t think this is necessarily just about the size of the organization. Organizations big 

and small are needing to transform for the reasons that I mentioned earlier. So, I think that taking 

the time to really think about the future of work. So this is not just thinking about the real estate – 

you have to think about the work first, right? How are you going to transform your organization? So I 

would say my advice would be – you need to imagine the future. How can you inspire people, or 

even motivate them to change if you don’t know, if they don’t know, what the north star is? Now is 

the time to really be bold, and imagine the future. And don’t take an incrementalistic view – we’re 

going to do a few tweaks, we’re going… no. Be bold. Dream big. And develop this really inspiring, 

compelling narrative. You need to ignite your employees. You need to ignite your leaders as well. 

Trust me, transformation, as I said earlier, is the hardest gig I ever had, so you really need to lead 

the charge. And, I mentioned this earlier, and I really feel it’s important to mention again. You can’t 

just focus on the technology side of the transformation. I think you’d be doing yourself a real 

disservice. So to me, it’s really the human side of transformation that is the most important. So you 

need to kind of identify, what’s the resistance to change in my business, and then, take a people, 

human-centric approach. Be very transparent. One of the things I’ve told my teams, and I did that 

yesterday in a town hall, is you know what, we’re going to make mistakes. If we’re not making 

mistakes, then we’re not experimenting. And if you’re not experimenting, you’re never going to  



 

 

 

strive to be better than you are today. So putting people first is really what we describe as our 

‘secret sauce.’ It’s creating our own future together, and I would say that’s the same advice I would 

give you. Don’t copy what we’re doing. Do something that’s unique and fits the culture of your 

organization. And really make a compelling reason why you need to transform because I think the 

context is really, really important for your team, for your business, and for your customers.  

KBK: Here are the three words that stand out for me, Lynn, in our conversation today: Be bold. 

Dream big. Human-centric. I think it’s so important for financial services firms, and other firms, to 

factor in the human side. I have learned so much from you today about this whole world of 

workplace transformation and I’m sure our listeners have as well. Thank you so much for your time 

and expertise. 

LR: It’s my pleasure. Thank you so much Kathleen.  

 


