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Trading Floors to Fintech 
Blending Tradition and High Tech in the Workplace

The finance sector continues to transform 
as it adapts to several, major forces, 
including altering regulations, consumers’ 
increased use of digital banking and 
demands for increased cybersecurity. 
Following the 2008 recession, large 
financial institutions changed where they 
focus their investment dollars, namely 
less in personal lending and more in 
wealth management and investment 
banking. Also, consumers’ expectations 
that transactions can happen anywhere, 
anytime, means institutions must attract 
and retain a variety of tech workers and 
compete with top tech companies for 
talent. Meanwhile, emerging financial 
technology, or fintech, companies 
continue to research and develop digital 
solutions to nearly every aspect of banking 
and finance, often partnering with larger  
firms and companies.

In finance offices, from trading floors to fintech 
startups, lean operations and efficient use of 
space take top priority as urban real estate 
prices rise and young workers demand urban 
locations. Many back-office spaces have 
transitioned from a collection of individual, 
static workspaces to something like leading 
tech firms, with open layouts, mobile furniture, 
few private offices and amenities like cafés, 
fitness centers and gaming areas.

Knoll interviewed professionals at leading 
finance firms, banks, real estate firms, 
architectural and design firms and building 

management companies associated with 
finance, to capture the most recent trends 
in the industry and what drives the finance 
workplaces of today. Speaking with these 
industry insiders, we identified characteristics 
and priorities of the finance workplace.

This report summarizes our research, covers 
key trends in the industry and provides 
workplace planning and design strategies for 
finance companies.

Drivers, Culture + 
Characteristics
The factors influencing the finance industry’s 
culture vary widely. “Tech-preneurs” hustle 
to create a must-have app for consumers 
while private wealth management firms work 
to maintain an air of tradition, trustworthiness 
and unchanging values. Add to these varied 
settings the fluctuation in government 
regulations and the pressure to remain 
profitable and you start to understand the 
diverse, dynamic culture and characteristics 
of the finance industry.

Slow Growing Momentum

Finance firms have recovered profitability, but 
slowly, since the 2008 recession. Though 
banking and finance industry employment 
grew in 2014 at its strongest rate since 2006, 
up 1.9% year-over-year, it still lagged behind 
the nationwide average of 2.4% in the same 

time period, according to data from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, and was 3.7% below its 
pre-recession peak. 

But, there have been some positive signs 
towards accelerated growth more recently. 
Between 2010 and 2015, finance industry 
wages have grown 43.5% faster than the 
average growth in other non-farm industries, 
as reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
Salaries for compliance officers, in particular, 
have grown quickly, ahead of compliance 
officers in other industries.

Plus, financial corporate profits are hovering 
near record highs, after suffering negative 
returns in 2009, according to the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis. “The industry has recovered 
substantially from the great recession,” says 
Bruce Wolferding, Vice President of Business 
Development for NewGround, an architecture 
and design firm based in St. Louis that 
specializes in finance industry clients. “Income 
has recovered which has allowed banks to build 
their equity and capital position. There are still 
some lagging issues, such as the margins banks 
make on deposits due to historically low interest 
rates. But, the squeeze has simply forced greater 
efficiencies,” Wolferding says.

Key Take-Aways

From changing regulations to the high 
price of real estate, the finance industry 
has a unique blend of factors that 
influence its work process and style. 

We propose five workplace strategies 
and solutions to best serve current and 
future finance workplaces:

4  Improve efficiency in back-office 
workspace design

4  Create a mobile, in-office work 
experience

4  Mix in spaces for collaboration 

4  Design for in-person, client comfort  
and luxury

4  Offer competitive workplace amenities

Banking and Finance Industry Segments 

The following are the major segments of the finance industry.

1. Commercial banking

2. Private equity, hedge funds & investment vehicles

3. Investment banking

4. Credit card issuing

5. Portfolio management

6. Real estate loans & collateralized debt
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Global Ranking of World’s Financial Centers

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 1: The Global Financial Centres Index is a ranking of the world’s top financial centers. It is based on an international survey addressing many 
factors, including business environment, infrastructure and human capital.

Wolferding sees a pent-up demand for expansion and renovation. He says plans that had been put 
on hold in recent years are now moving forward.

Belt Tightening All Around

Firms are working hard to reduce expenses and increase revenue wherever possible. Real estate 
costs and employee salaries remain top expenses, while low interest rates reduce what lenders 
can charge on loans and earn on investments.

The reduced headcount at branch locations and in mortgage lending frees up resources to adapt 
to new consumer needs and hire more tech-savvy talent in roles like data analytics, network 
maintenance, web development and cybersecurity. Also, more funds can go towards legal work  
to handle compliance to regulations.

Overall, firms’ real estate footprint is shrinking, particularly branch volumes and sizes. JP Morgan 
Chase looked to lower its efficiency ratio between 2015 and 2017 by closing 300 branches and 
reducing headcount in divisions like retail banking and investment banking. 

Michael Davidson, Managing Director of Real Estate for the Americas for JPMorgan Chase, says 
that it’s a typical challenge of figuring out which types of employees and how many are needed in 
the most high cost areas, and which support roles can be moved to lower cost areas. Plus, a large 
bank like Chase has a very complicated real estate portfolio. “After many years of mergers and 
acquisitions, companies accumulate quite a bit of real estate and the question is, ‘What is the real 
estate we’ve inherited by virtue of M&A [mergers and acquisitions] and, based on that, what are the 
best places to keep and the best places to exit?’” says Davidson.

As part of shrinking real estate needs, for the first time in years, according to JLL, relocations 
surpassed renewals in the industry (46% versus 24.8%), and the average lease size shrunk nearly 
15% in 2014. Consolidating offices allows for greater density with more efficient, open work 
environments, a first for the industry.

Fintech Growing Quickly

A fairly new sector of the finance industry, financial technology or fintech, started showing the 
documentation of investment dollars and activity in 2015 to make it a mainstream player. Fintech 
companies produce technology designed to handle a number of financial services transactions, 
from lending to investment advising. In 2015, as reported by KPMG and CB Insights, venture 

Five Forces Driving Workplace 
Changes in Finance

1. Regulation

2. Cost Pressures

3. Technology

4. Geography

5. Talent

According to DTZ and Unwork, the major 
forces affecting workplace changes in the 
finance industry include regulations and 
cost pressures. 

Square Footage Shrinking for 
Banks

 
 
Figure 2: Based on data from JLL, in 2013, 
the average lease size for a bank was 52,356 
square feet. It dropped to 44,768 square feet 
in 2014, a reduction of 14.5%. 
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capital firms invested more than $13.8 billion 
globally in fintech, more than double the value 
of VC investment in 2014.

“I am a believer that the bank of the future will 
be a collection of apps on your phone,” says 
Savneet Singh, founder and president of GBI, 
an online exchange for gold and silver, who 
has invested in about 10 fintech startups so 
far, including ones specializing in lending  
and insurance.

The areas of finance fintech companies  
have focused on most include digital and 
mobile mortgage transactions, student  
loans, financial advising and moving funds 
between countries.

Many global firms supporting fintech lab 
space hope to tap into mobile, cloud, analytic, 
cyber security and regulatory innovations. 
The number of fintech companies globally 
has grown 26% year over year. Some industry 
studies show that moving daily financial 
transactions to mobile cuts the cost of 
customer interactions by more than half. 

Large technology firms, like Apple with Apple 
Pay, are also entering the market. Companies 
like Google and Facebook are expected to 
become more involved as partners who can 
lead consumers into digital transactions from 
their sites. For example, according to research 
from Goldman Sachs, by early 2015, one-
tenth of all payments in China were made by 
Alipay, a third-party online payment platform 
founded by tech giant Alibaba Group.

Dramatic change is expected, as many 
technologists suggest that the future of 
money may include no money. More cashless 
transactions via devices, facial recognition, 
wearable technology and bioimplants could 
come soon so investments in data storage, 
analytics, cybersecurity and other technology 
disciplines is expected to grow. One UK study 
showed that contactless payments in the first 
six months of 2016 outpaced all of 2015.

In the United States, the top areas for 
fintech research are in Silicon Valley and 
New York City. While early startup offices 
may be small, the need for expansion can 
come fast—making the segment one to 
watch for investors. According to research 
from JLL, fintech will have the biggest 
impact on absorption levels in Silicon 
Valley and New York City. And, over time, 
its impact will drive leasing and activity in 
Boston, Atlanta and Denver as it seeks 
access to a millennial workforce.

Omni-Channel Presence Is Required  
by Consumers

A customer-centric, omni-channel strategy 
is essential for today’s most successful 
financial firms. While self-service options, 
like ATMs and online banking, continue to 
grow in popularity, a 2014 survey by the FDIC 
found that 78% of respondents used a bank 
teller over the previous year. Plus, consumers 
still go to branches for major life events, 
like borrowing and wealth management 

Fintech’s Growing Share of Consumer Banking Revenue

 
 
 
 

Figure 3: According to a study by Citibank, reported by AP News, fintech will  
experience phenomenal growth in the next decade, controlling an increased share  
of consumer-banking revenue.

Fintech Market Control
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“72% of Millennials would 
likely bank with non-financial 
institutions with which they 
do business [like Google and 
Amazon], compared to 27%  

for those over 55.” 

—ACCENTURE

“Most financial services firms 
are balancing the need for both 
increased security and greater 

mobility by breaking down tasks 
so they can be worked on at 

different levels.” 

—ANDREW DAVIDSON,  
EXECUTIVE VP/MANAGING  

DIRECTOR CORPORATE SERVICES, 
MB REAL ESTATE, CHICAGO, IL
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decisions. Large organizations must meet  
all of these needs, and efficiently, in order  
to compete.

In response to changing needs at branches, 
many institutions are shrinking branch 
footprints and spreading them around through 
more geographies. They’re also training 
a new kind of staffer who can serve as a 
knowledgeable advisor in a range of high-
value transactions. 

Finally, as more consumers go digital with 
their finances, customer service call centers 
have grown in size and importance, as 
well as the sophistication of the employees 
responding to requests. Often called remote 
virtual specialists (RVS), these highly-trained 

employees work in call centers, usually 
located in suburban areas with less-expensive 
real estate. The goal is to provide consumers 
support in keeping their everyday transactions 
where they cost less, online. 

Workplace Priorities
In an era of increased demand for digital 
banking options from consumers, space 
efficiency and investing in technology take 
top priority with most finance companies right 
now. More traditional financial work, such as 
investment banking or trading, continue to 
require significantly more square footage per 
employee and private work spaces for staff.

1. Make room for larger back-office staff

Overall, hiring in the finance sector has been 
below national averages, at 1.9% compared 
to nationwide 2.4% since February 2015. 
Financial institutions are seeing less profits 
for work done by front office staff, such as 
research analysts, investment bankers, 
and traders. They’re putting more money 
into hiring back office staff that support 
cybersecurity, legal and compliance work.

Finance organizations’ hiring needs are 
diverse, even within technology. “We have a 
large technology organization in the company. 
We have technologists running our digital 
platforms and web pages that clients use; 
others work on the internal infrastructure for 
the bank while another group is the service 
organization for the lines of business such 
as the traders and bankers,” says Michael 
Davidson, a managing director of real estate 
for the Americas for JP Morgan Chase.

Financial institutions are competing directly 
with technology companies by choosing 
non-traditional office locations in urban 
centers where Millennials, in particular, like 
to live and work. While traders and investors 
may stay in traditional Central Business 
Districts (CBDs), according to research from 
Unwork and DTZ, banks are moving certain 
workers to mixed used, vibrant Connected 
Urban Environments (CUEs).

More Consumer Interaction

 
 
 
Figure 5: “Consumers now interact with banks 15-20 times per month, compared with 3-4 times 
in the pre-digital era.” – Net Finance

Profits Found in Wealth Management

 

Figure 4: As the population of the United States, and in many other Western countries, ages into 
retirement, wealth management has become a stronger profit center for financial institutions. 

Real Estate Squeeze

“We have leased space. Unfortunately, it 
doesn’t get any bigger but the employee 
headcount does. Back in ‘08, a typical 
four-window office would have a desk 
with two desk chairs, a banquet, a coffee 
table with four chairs, a table with lamps, 
a coat stand and a three file cabinets. As 
the executive count increased, we had to 
be more efficient with the floor plans. First, 
we went with the three-window concept. 
We eliminated the banquet and made other 
changes. Now, we realize that you’ve got 
to lead by example so we make sure the 
executives have the same size offices as 
everybody else but the decor differentiates 
them. Everybody is trending towards a 
2-window office. You go by 40 or 50 regular 
offices then every once in awhile you see 
an office that stands out. That’s how we 
differentiate the executives in the current 
trends of design.”

—Anthony Riccio, Blackstone

“$16 trillion in wealth is going to be exchanged 
between generations in the next 30 years.”  
– Wealth X and NFP Wealth Transfers Report

“The portion of the population that is  
currently at least 65-years old—13%—is  
expected to reach about 20% by 2020.” 
 – The Smithsonian
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“We’re on one end a traditional bank and the 
other end kind of like Google,” says Anthony 
Riccio of financial services firm Blackstone. 
Many large organizations, like Bank of 
America, are also investing in innovation 
centers or “labs” in places like the Silicon 
Valley, New York City and Boston, where the 
highest concentration of tech talent lives. 
“We’re seeing a ton of money being poured 
into labs. It’s just become so white hot,”  
says Brad Ritner, Director of Retail Design  
at Newground.

2. Design for a young, tech-savvy 
workforce

“IT is taking the lead on how are we going to 
change our design going forward because 
they hire the most Millennials,” says Riccio 
of Blackstone. He shares the example 
that traditionally cautious and restrictive 
IT departments at financial institutions are 
allowing for more bring-your-own-device 
(BYOD) options for employees. Riccio says 
this shift impacts design.

Many design firms are taking cues directly 
from the tech sector. “We understand that 
good ideas may surface in sectors outside 
finance. I think everyone is recognizing that, in 
order to secure and retain quality employees, 
they’re having to explore things they didn’t 
necessarily have to 20 years ago,” says 
Wolferding of NewGround.

For example, as part of their effort to gather 
intellectual firepower, many large financial 
institutions acquire small companies. They 
must accommodate these new, startup-
minded workers or lose them. This mixing of 
cultures creates unusual design challenges. 
“They really work hard to incorporate and 
integrate the cultures of these small tech 
companies into their larger groups,” says 
Currie Gardner, Senior Designer at HLW in 
New York City.

The fact that many younger workers came of 
age during the financial crises complicates 
recruitment and retention for banks even 
more. Fortunately, opportunities to make 
big, intellectual contributions and overcome 
challenges by digitizing financial transactions 
has proven an effective recruiting tool for the 
finance industry. 

3. Improve efficiency of in-person 
transactions

Tellers still serve many customer’s needs, 
despite increasing use of online banking 
options. Considering this continued 
dependence on personal attention, financial 
institutions are trying to create a great in-
person experience as efficiently as possible. 
“We’re seeing a hub and spoke model at 
the branch level. Where perhaps 10 years 
ago banks and credit unions would have 
built 7,000 or 8,000 square foot sites. Now, 
a bank or credit union may have a flagship 
strategically placed within in a community 
where it offers a full range of services, then 
micro-branches in busy areas like strip 
centers, with adjacent parking,” says Ritner  
of Newground.

Finance organizations are using the high 
numbers of micro-branches to increase the 
geographies they cover, more so than in 
the past. More customers can reach their 
bank, ideally, and complete their transactions 
without needing much space or time with 
tellers. This increasing number of locations 
keeps current customers happy, while also 
making it easier to attract new customers 
passing by.

Beside micro-branches for in-person 
transactions, financial institutions are 
experimenting with more typical-sized 
branches in wealthy neighborhoods or 
near high-end shopping centers, such as 
Denver’s Cherry Creek. They hope to interact 
with affluent customers who need services 
like wealth management. These locations 
might feel more like a café, with coffee, wifi 
and comfortable furniture. They often also 
include huddle rooms or private offices for 
staff to meet with customers or a senior-level 
corporate staffer to work for a day.

Hierarchy Determines Private Office Allocation

Figure 6: In many ways, the finance industry remains very traditional. For example, Knoll 
Research found that most enclosed offices are awarded based on position or job title.

Designing for a Startup Mentality

 

 
Work to incorporate acqui-hires and other workers with dynamic spaces that incorporate 
materialty and unique design features.

Workplace standards are  
assigned by many criteria. Most 
ENCLOSED OFFICES are  
awarded BASED ON POSITION.
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4. Minimize real estate costs

The increased cost of real estate in the world’s 
financial centers has led to the average space 
per worker in finance shrinking by 25% from 
16.6 sq m (178 sq ft) to 12 sq m (129 sq ft) 
globally over the last ten years, according to 
Unwork and DTZ. Though federal regulations 
on financial institutions can be difficult 
to interpret and institutions must move 
cautiously to avoid fines, there is an overall 
movement towards cost savings through 
open office plans and fewer private offices 
where possible.

By developing strict security measures for 
employees regarding data transfer and 
information storage, organzations are able 
to create more collaborative spaces, allow 
corporate employees to work from home and, 
thereby, reduce the footprint per employee in 
their corporate spaces. 

Michael Davidson of JP Morgan Chase sees 
the shift to open floor plans as a result of 
technology’s impact rather than an effort to 
cut costs, saying, “The shift to more open 
floor plans is more about technology and 
changing culture, how people are managed, 
led and work together, and the ability to create 
different environments using technology that 
enhance the flexibility.”

Other designers agree. “People don’t need 
as much space for storage anymore. We are 

not seeing 8x10 workstations. They’re more 
like 6x7 or 7x7. Most of the information comes 
digitized anyway.” “Everything is online or on 
the server,” says one real estate expert. Many 
industry insiders note that organizations are 
also consolidating their corporate offices into 
single, geographic locations rather than having 
multiple headquarters, as a way to increase 
efficiency and reduce their real estate portfolios.

In an effort to optimize the selection of retail 
locations, financial institutions are now using 
more data on client demographics. “There’s 
a lot more thought that goes into the actual 
location rather than just grabbing corners, 
like it used to be,” says David Ditchman, 
Executive Vice President for E. Smith Real 
Estate of Dallas, TX. Banks and credit unions 
do more site-selection analyses than before to 
understand where their clients currently work 
and live, as well as where they’re moving in 
five or 10 years.

Workplace Solutions and 
Strategies
To help financial institutions create 
workspaces that balance diverse business, 
while offering more collaborative areas 
for employees, we suggest the following 
solutions and strategies.

1. Improve efficiency in back-office 
workspaces

To cope with the impact of rising, urban real 
estate costs, designers are working hard 
to use in-city, office square footage more 
efficiently. One approach is getting back-office 
employees out of private offices whenever 
possible. Even shared spaces are being 
minimized. Anthony Riccio of Blackstone 
notes, for example, that people’s workstations 
in an open floor plan may not be big enough 
to host a meeting with a colleague but he 
and his team make it possible for a meeting 
to happen in an employee’s “neighborhood,” 
about every third or fourth workstation.

Meanwhile, traditional roles, such as analysts, 
portfolio managers and traders, continue to 
occupy significant square footage, since many 
require desks with telephones or comfortable 
meeting rooms for clients. Overall, the 
traditional spaces found in business district 
office towers demand more square footage 
per individual employee than support roles 
like web design and cybersecurity.

Even the aesthetics of these two spaces 
highlight the contrasting cultures that 
designers in the finance industry face. Tech 
department spaces tend to embrace bolder 
colors and a more minimalist style, such as 
exposed beams and clean lines, according 
to Gardner of HLW. Meanwhile, Michael 
Davidson says Chase has chosen, overall, to 
hold onto the more traditional look expected 
in the finance industry, saying, “We’re looking 
at colors and finishes that are more timeless, 
less flashy and more durable.”

Minimizing Real Estate Costs

Moving to an open plan with consolidated 
space per person enhances flexibility, 
views and natural light in the overall  
floor plate. 

Timeless Design

 
 

Choose colors and finishes that are appropriate based on team function. Here, Charles Rivers 
Ventures keeps a more timeless look and feel.
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Planning Strategies 

4  Maximize space efficiency in prime,  
urban real estate, particularly in back- 
office staff locations.

4  Choose materials and finishes that  
fit departmental cultures and level of  
client interaction.

4  Invest in high-quality materials and  
fabrics to keep employees motivated  
and comfortable. 

4  Consider keeping the look for tech spaces 
unfinished to encourage a sense of 
scrappiness and new thinking.

2. Create a mobile, in-office work 
experience

Another trend in finance industry offices is 
allowing employees to work away from their 
desk, or not have an assigned desk at all. 

At Edward Jones, Elizabeth Cockrell and 
her team are experimenting with reducing 
desk assignments to less than one desk 
per person. As part of this effort, “mobile 
employees” are offered a choice of a 2x2 
locker or box-box file where they can  
keep their personal items. The box-box  
file is mobile and can partially nest over  
seated workstations.

In even more evolving environments, some 
finance employees never have an assigned 

desk because they work in a group at all 
times. For example, many tech workers 
are placed on a team to tackle a particular 
challenge. This team may only exist for three 
or four weeks then it will be broken up and 
employees will be placed on a new project 
with a new team. Therefore, the furniture used 
in tech groups must be highly reconfigurable.

“Sometimes they only have a half hour to 
reconfigure. So, it’s very dynamic,” says 
HLW’s Gardner. He and his team set a goal 
that whatever can be placed on wheels, from 
whiteboards to desks to video conferencing 
units, gets designed to move.

There are limits to the mobile office experience 
in the finance industry. For example, trading 
floors have not changed much in the past 
few decades, according to Gardner. “Trading 
floors are big. They’re a function. It’s like a 
kitchen, it needs to work,” says Gardner. He 
says the technology has gotten lighter but 
it’s still the heaviest among banking divisions 
since traders need multiple monitors and  
they stay at their workstation to be near  
their phone.

Planning Strategies

4  Use mobile and flexible furniture solutions 
that can adapt and be moved easily. 
Ideally, solutions are reconfigurable by 
end users because they are physically 
lightweight and/or on casters.

4  Offer seats and tables at varying  
heights for employees working away  
from their desks.

4  Include comfortable team and community 
gathering spaces near established 
workstations.

4  Leverage software that enables employees 
to give status updates on their location to 
facilitate interaction.

3. Mix in spaces for collaboration 

In general, walls are coming down and 
companies are experimenting with  
different combinations of chairs, tables, 
writing surfaces and A/V equipment in 
collaborative areas.

“They want to increase the collaboration 
and remove the panels and anything that 
separates people,” says one industry 
professional. Riccio at Blackstone has even 
studied the optimal number of seats in a 
collaborative space. “We found that groups 
of three to four don’t work. Groups of six do,” 
says Riccio. He and his team make sure there 
are always at least six chairs or stools in an 
area that can be pulled together for a meeting.

Another aspect of collaboration is writable 
surfaces. Ricco has tried everything from glass 
to whiteboard walls. “If you have a whiteboard 
or writable paint, then everywhere you go is a 
potential, impromptu meeting,” he says.

Riccio adds that collaboration areas away 
from desks are only one strategy. Another 
one is making workstations possible mini-
collaboration spaces. “We’re designing 
not only for collaboration areas, but for 
collaboration within your area. Bring in 
secondary seating with a barstool, a pad on 
top of a box-top file or raise the desk and 
three people can stand around it because 
nobody needs to sit,” says Riccio.

Private offices still dominate the most 
traditional areas of banking, but they 
are changing. One company only allows 
managing directors on its trading floors to 
have private offices. The rest of the team  
has semi-private workspaces but no  
private rooms.

“The newer technologies don’t relate to the 
investment bank portion of the business 
because if you work for them you’re in a 
specific group, in a specific desk and you’re 
doing a specific task,” says Riccio.

Create Activity Spaces that Increase Collaboration

 

Encourage impromptu meetings with comfortable lounge furniture, whiteboards and other 
writable surfaces that spark new ideas and provide a platform for creativity.
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Planning Strategies 

4  Offer multiple-height desks, tables,  
chairs and stools so employees can  
feel supported and comfortable in  
shared spaces.

4  Create designated zones through the use 
of color or pattern differentiation within the 
workspace to support transitions between 
individual work, informal interactions and 
group work.

4  Have writable surfaces, such as mobile 
and wall-mounted whiteboards, glass walls 
or boards, and writable paint available 
wherever possible.

4  Track space utilization to plan most 
efficiently.

4  Ensure collaborative areas, both enclosed 
and open meeting spaces, are equipped 
with the appropriate technology to enable 
video conferencing with employees in 
other locations.

4  Firms with global operations can offer 
unassigned seating, or hoteling space, for 
mobile or travelling employees so that one 
desk serves multiple people.

4. Design for in-person, client comfort  
and luxury

As streamlining and budget-conscious 
choices take center stage, many financial 
institutions involved in wealth management 
and investing still need to offer tailored, 
beautiful spaces for client meetings.

“Their need for meetings with clients and 
maintaining an image still exists,” says E. 
Smith’s David Ditchman.

“If you’re dealing with billionaires you have 
to make spaces that make billionaires feel 
comfortable,” says HLW’s Gardner. He says 
that client meeting areas are designed to 
be beautiful, well proportioned, well scaled, 
located in affluent areas and, ideally, offer 
beautiful views. “You might have a dining room 
and a wine cellar in private banking spaces. 
Those still exist but I wouldn’t say they’re 
growing. They’ll always exist,” says Gardner.

He notes that the colors are often muted, 
inspiring a sense of calm and safety. Rich 
materials such as leather and marble are 
common, creating a classic look, but nothing 
that seems too extravagant so clients know 
that the institution has their best interests  
in mind.

Unlike the tech offices where flexibility rules, the investment banking part of any institution still 
relies on a more static design. “The investment bank likes it more fixed. I need one room and 
give me everything in this room,” says Riccio.

Planning Strategies 

4  Choose a location in a central, affluent area of town.

4  Use high-quality materials and finishes that connote a classic look, such as leather  
and marble.

4  Select neutral, muted palettes that promote relaxation and trust.

4  Offer spaces and amenities such as a formal living room with great views.

Innovation: Edward Jones Workplace Studies Offer Insights 

Elizabeth Cockrell leads the Workplace Solutions team for Edward Jones’ Home Office 
Facilities. She’s leading her team through a process of associate-needs analytics across 
all divisions, with the goal of creating a new standard of flexible and efficient space use 
that serves as many departments as possible. “We’re very purposeful in how we spend our 
resources”, says Cockrell.

To gain leadership approval to implement the first workplace pilots, Facilities hired outside 
consultants to assist them in conducting a comprehensive observation study. They’re 
using this information to inform the new designs. Their key learnings so far include:

1. Assigned workspaces and conference rooms are occupied 40% of the time. Edward 
Jones is experimenting with shifting away from a 1-to-1 assigned desk to associate ratio to a 
desk sharing, mobile workforce. “If successful, this will accommodate our immediate growth 
and defers the need to develop new real estate,” says Cockrell.

2. Working at a computer is, by far, the most common desk activity. Edward Jones has 
added 120 degree desks, benching and sit-stand options to give associates choice for their 
workspaces but also acknowledge that computer work takes up minimal space. As Cockrell 
says, “We’re not doing what’s cheapest, we’re trying to do what’s best to support different 

types of work and work styles.”

3. Individual workspaces can range from 8x6 to 4x6 and that isn’t a problem. Cockrell’s 
team found that associates care about choice in their workspace more than size. For 
example, sit-to-stand desks and storage options rank high among associate preferences. 
“We believe that people ultimately want choice and control over where and how they work 
and that’s increasing as more Millennials enter the workforce,” says Cockrell.

Comfortable, Well-designed Client Spaces

 

 
Purposely plan client meetings spaces to invoke a sense of comfort and calm—subdued 
colors, lush materials and well-portioned furnishings.
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5. Offer competitive workplace amenities

Finance firms are investing more in employee 
comfort to boost retention.

“When real estate folks are going out and 
looking for space for finance firms, they’re 
coming at it from a very different perspective 
than I’ve seen in the past. A lot more of the 
focus is around their employees. One person 
who is sitting in the meeting from the very 
beginning that we haven’t seen in the past 
is the head of HR. From a strategic planning 
level, it’s about attracting good talent and 
taking care of people,” says Ditchman.

For example, ergonomics came up many 
times as an essential perk in back-office work 
spaces. Adjustable furniture and task lighting 
versus overhead light, are ways firms help 
employees feel more comfortable at work.

“Food is an amenity, such as the cafeterias 
and food services we provide,” says Davidson 
of JP Morgan Chase. These in-office, 
micro-cafés offer free beverages, food at a 
discounted rate, TVs for entertainment and a 
space to relax with colleagues.

Gardner of HLW adds that wellness rooms, 
where employees can nap, rest and recharge 
have become common in some departments. 
They’ll also often offer a massage area, a 
yoga studio and outdoor spaces or at least 
gathering spaces with access to natural light.

In more traditional financial office towers, a 
big, energy-filled lobby is essential. “You want 
to walk into a Starbucks or other popular cafe 
with coffee and food. You want the employees 
to come down there and meet and work, 
create some energy,” says Gardner. 

Planning Strategies 

4  Design for access to natural light and, if 
possible, create outdoor gathering spaces.

4  Offer a centralized café and pantry with 
mix of tables and chairs, equipped with 
power, data and displays to function as a 
destination space and informal meeting 
area. Consider offering free or discounted 
food and beverages.

4  Divide floors into “neighborhoods” and 
offer different amenities to encourage 
circulation and serendipitous interactions.

4  Encourage movement and activity 
through open staircases and centralized 
printing, copy and storage areas.

4  Include games, such as ping pong or 
foosball, that provide physical activity  
and fun interaction with colleagues and 
ensure policies encourage employees to 
use spaces.

4  Offer nap areas, massage, yoga, 
meditation or other soothing activities to 
help employees manage stress and relax.

Future Outlook
Federal regulations on financial institutions 
will continue to shift but organizations have 
learned to adjust to fluctuations by focusing 
on existing profit centers. Efforts to stay lean 
and profitable will continue. Jobs that do not 
have to be in-house may increasingly be sent 
off-site to save not only labor but real estate 
costs.

Future influencers include large tech 
companies like Apple, Google and Amazon 
that have access to huge volumes of data 
about consumers and their habits, as well 
as access to the consumers themselves 
via online portals. Even mergers between 
the two industries are possible. “In the 
tech world you have groups that have 
a tremendous amount of talent in data 
analytics that could be married with 
traditional banking structures, not just 
offering them support but actual M&A 
between the two because it is one way 
of getting the talent and data analytics 
banks and traditional investment banking 
firms don’t have,” says Andrew Davidson, 
Executive VP/Managing Director Corporate 
Services for MB Real Estate in Chicago, IL.

Cashless transactions will be more common. 
And, the speed of banking will increase. 
For example, improved data processing will 
make online lending quicker, creating stiff 
competition for banks that traditionally took 
days to approve loans.

Large organizations will continue to 
consolidate and buy up smaller companies 
to take advantage of efficiencies of scale. 
“You’re going to see increasing consolidation 
among the traditional players,” says Jill 
Schumaier of Newground.

Finally, the demand for great technology 
will only increase as Millennials and 
generations beyond them prefer banking on 
their phone rather than in-person. Despite 
all the change that has already occurred, 
designers predict more to come. “When 
we design these headquarters, we’re not 
looking for now. We’re looking for 5, 10, 
15 years down the road. Technology is 
changing so quickly. Every two or three 
years it’s a whole different story. We’re 
designing for that,” says Schumaier. 

Glossary
FINTECH Financial technology, the market 
of financial services firms whose product or 
service is built upon technology.

EFFICIENCY RATIO Measures how well 
a company uses its resources to make a 
profit. Used internally to determine if goals 
have been met and compare to company 
health to competitors in the market. Used 
by investors to determine stock value. There 
are many types, including debt to equity 
and price earning.

SEC The Securities and Exchange 
Commission is an agency of the United 
States federal government. It holds primary 
responsibility for enforcing the federal 
securities laws, proposing securities rules 
and regulating the securities industry.
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