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THE OFFICE

Workspace solutions  giant AgilQuest says there 
is one surefire  way to  reduce  the  environmental 
footprint of any  building-make  it smaller
By Brian Barth
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The Department of Homeland 
Security’s internal mandate is to 
reduce what they term “usable space 
per person” to a maximum of 150 
square feet in each of its facilities.
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Since 2013, the federal government 
has quietly carried out a decidedly unsexy 
sustainability mission. The White House’s 

“Freeze the Footprint” policy states that fed-
eral agencies are not allowed to increase 
their leased square footage and, where 
possible, must take steps to reduce it. The 
Department of Homeland Security’s inter-
nal mandate is to reduce what they term 

“usable space per person” to a maximum of 
150 square feet in each of their facilities. In 
the case of Customs and Border Protection, 
an agency housed within the DHS, some 
existing facilities “have a space utilization 
rate above 200 usable square feet per per-
son,” says Aron Beninghove, an architect 
contracted by the CBP to help improve that 
metric.

“From a sustainability standpoint, space 
reduction is a huge thing,” he says. “In most 
cases, we’re looking at making a significant 
reduction in the footprint.” In other words, 
the same number of workers will occupy 
much less space—which means a major 
reduction in building materials, energy 
usage, and everything else that goes into 
a government office—without sacrificing 
productivity. As it turns out, the solutions 
that CBP is implementing are actually im-
proving worker productivity. There is also 
the not-so-minor detail that every square 
foot of space reduction represents savings 
in rent, construction costs, and operational 
expenses.

Beninghove, as a government contractor 
with AECOM, acted as the facilities lead 
for CBP’s recent pilot program to reduce 
its footprint, for which employee mobility 
was the central strategy. The idea is simple: 
rather than each employee being assigned 
to a specific desk or office, a multitude 
of different workspaces are made avail-
able—ranging from private offices to col-
laborative workspaces, and everything in 
between—and employees pick and choose 
which one they need on a given day. Some 
employees constantly move about through-
out the day so they may use a handful of 
different workspaces on an informal basis. 
Telework is also a huge component: by en-
couraging employees to work from home 

two days a week, workspace is freed up for 
those who actually need it.

The first pilot project involved about 
80 employees spread across two floors and 
nearly 14,000 square feet in one of CBP’s 
Office of Administration buildings in 
Washington D.C., who were consolidated 
onto one 8,700-square-foot floor with just 
27 desks. The transformation will net a sav-
ings of $287,000 in rent each year, while the 
increased teleworking will save employees 
an average of $600 per year in commuting 

costs. The number of miles commuted by 
employees has been cut in half, resulting in 
a corresponding reduction in greenhouse 
gas emissions.

Phase two was even more ambitious: 
550 employees from seven floors in three 
buildings were brought together onto three 
floors in one building, resulting in a 46% 
reduction in square footage and a savings 
of $3.3 million per year in rent and opera-
tional costs. The increased use of electron-
ic files, which went hand-in-hand with the 
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98%: percentage of employees who reported 
they felt that communication and collaboration were 
improved by the transformation

102%:   increase in worker productivity due  
to the increased use of mobile technologies

$287,000: the annual savings in rent as a 
result of phase one (which saw a space 
reduction of 5,300 square feet)

$3.3 million: annual savings in rent and 
operational costs as a result of phase two 
(in which seven floors of office space were 
reduced to three)

46%: reduction in overall square footage

25%: reduction in office paper use as a result 
of increased use of electronic files

Customs and  Border  Protection
 Office Transformation:  By The Numbers

$600: the amount employees will save, on 
average, in commuting costs

      Additional Phase One Pilot Results:



new mobility strategy, has resulted in a 25% 
reduction in office paper use. In addition, 
17% of employees reported an improvement 
in their sense of work-life balance.

Eleanor Moody, the “people and prac-
tice” lead for the AECOM project, says the 
mobility strategy has nothing to do with 
cramming more people into less space, but 
is aimed at “depersonalizing the work en-
vironment and adapting to a more mobile 
work style, not just in the sense of telework-
ing, but also to be mobile within the space 
where you work. So one day you might sit in 
one seat, and the next day you sit in another, 
and the next day you might just be working 
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As a result of the changes at the CBP 
Office of Administration, 17% of 
employees reported an improvement 
in their sense of work-life balance.
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in a conference room all day. It liberates peo-
ple to move throughout the space.”

Moody herself works in one of the trans-
formed spaces and says that she typically 
sits in one of the tablet armchairs that are 
arranged next to a bank of windows on 
her floor. If she needs to make a private 
call, there are phone booth style cubicles 
scattered throughout the space that she 
can duck into as needed. There are also 

“touchdown stations,” where she can sit 
down for a few minutes to touch base with 
a colleague, as well as comfy diner style 
booths for working lunches, among a myr-
iad of other flexible workspaces.“It’s really 
rewarding to have worked on this project, 
where you can just see the change in peo-
ple’s attitudes in the way that they have 
embraced coming to work,” Moody says. 

“People have said to me that the flexibility 
of the new approach has allowed them to 
be home when their kids get off the bus 
from school. They have the ability to man-
age their time in their own way, and they 
are really appreciative of that.”

Freeze The  Footprint: 
The  White   House's  
sustainability  policy 
states that  federal 
agencies  are   not 
allowed  to  increase  
their  leased  square  
footage  and, where  
possible, must  take  
steps  to   reduce   it 
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john  vivadelli
ceo & founder, agilquest

"It's like Airbnb for 
office space, but it's 
more than that. Who 
would have thought 
that a company could 
have legitimized 
hitchhiking? It's called 
Uber. Who would 
think that they would 
share their home with 
somebody else and 
charge them a fee 
to stay there? Three 
years ago you would 
say you're absolutely 
mad. But now it's not 
unreasonable to think 
that a company with 
excess office space 
would share it with 
workers from outside 
the company for a fee."
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BELOW AgilQuest’s CEO and 
founder, who launched the company 
in 1994 after working on the team 
that developed the workspace 
management tool that helped bring 
IBM back from the brink of insolvency.
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AgilQuest's Quantum  Leap: The Internet of Things 
and the Sharing  Economy

Of course CBP’s employees didn’t just 
self-organize themselves into the new 
space sharing system. That part was left 
to AgilQuest, a Richmond, Virginia-based 
company that provides technology and 
professional services that support mobile 
workforce development and eliminate wast-
ed office space. 

AgilQuest is well known among Fortune 
500 companies throughout the world, as 
well as its many government clients, for 
OnBoard, its cloud-based workspace reser-
vation software. Employees can reserve the 
space they need from their desktop tablet 
or mobile phone, as well as keep track of 
their colleagues’ schedule of meetings and 
whereabouts. The software also integrates 
with common workplace needs, such as 
catering, along with building automation 
systems that manage electricity, lighting, 
and HVAC usage. “AgilQuest provided us 
with a very proven solution for facilitating 
that whole idea of sharing space. Their 
online reservation platform makes it easy,” 
Beninghove says.

CBP also made use of AgilQuest’s Com-
mander BI software, which collects data 
about workspace utilization from the 

OnBoard system and identifies trends in 
workspace utilization so that managers can 
make informed decisions about future proj-
ects and glean insight into how different 
workspace configurations affect employee 
behavior. CBP is using that feedback to 
assess the success of their two pilot proj-
ects and develop a suite of best practices 
for implementation across the real estate 
portfolio. “We are already working on a 
bunch of other CBP spaces to help build 
them out in a more mobile configuration,” 
Beninghove says. “[Commander BI] allows 
us to pull metrics and statistics that show 
that our methods worked, that we designed 
and programmed the correct number of 
workstations per person. It’s an opportuni-
ty to validate a lot of the assumptions that 
we made.”

John Vivadelli, AgilQuest’s CEO and 
founder, launched the company in 1994 af-
ter reading study upon study showing that 
the average office worker in the US and Eu-
rope uses their office only 50% of the time 
during working hours. Prior to AgilQuest, 
he worked for IBM, who he says “in the late 
80’s and early 90’s had a little problem of 
the stock price dropping by 70% and huge 
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Office Hoteling:  a method 
of office management in 
which workers dynamically 
schedule their use of 
workspaces such as desks, 
cubicles, and offices. It's an 
alternative approach to the 
more traditional method of 
permanently assigned seating.
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OnBoard: AgilQuest’s 
cloud-based workspace 
reservation software

Software
                   snapshot:

Commander  BI: 
The company’s software, 
which collects data about 
workspace utilization 
from the OnBoard system 
and identifies trends in 
workspace utilization so 
that managers can make 
informed decisions about 
future projects and glean 
insight into how different 
workspace configurations 
affect employee behavior

agilquest.com: 
In essence, is a way for 
businesses to monetize 
the excess space that they 
have by renting it out 
to anyone who needs it 
whenever it is unoccupied

AgilQuest’s software and service 
solutions support today’s mobile 
workforce and eliminate wasted 
office space. For more information 
visit www.agilquest.com.



bottom line losses. They needed to cut costs 
in order to survive, so they looked at their 
second largest expense, which is what real 
estate and occupancy tends to be for most 
organizations.” Vivadelli led the team that 
developed the workspace management tool 
that helped bring IBM back from the brink 
of insolvency. 

He started AgilQuest based around 
the concept, now commonly referred to 
as office hoteling, which routinely cuts 
corporate real estate portfolios by 30-40%, 
saving his clients millions in wasted ex-
penses—while making an equal dent in re-
source consumption and greenhouse gas 
emissions. “How can an asset that is being 
used 50% of the time be called sustainable?” 
Vivadelli implores. “If it’s only used 50% of 
the time, it’s using 50% too much materi-
al, creating 50% more construction waste, 
releasing 50% more wastewater runoff, con-
suming 50% more energy, and producing 
50% more CO2 than it should.”

The overwhelming success of the 
AgilQuest model has not made Vivadel-
li complacent. He’s now expanding the 
concept to link a multitude of potential 
workspaces in every major city of the 
world through a new cloud-based platform 
known simply as AgilQuest.com, which 
will be released this summer. Rather than 
functioning as a discrete system within 
each corporate or government real estate 
portfolio, the new platform will go beyond 
those walls to allow workers to find suit-
able space when and where they need it, 
whether that’s up the street from their 
house at a café, or in the well-appointed 
video conference room of a global corpo-
ration. In essence, AgilQuest.com is a way 
for businesses to monetize the excess space 
that they have by renting it out to anyone 
who needs it whenever it is unoccupied.

Vivadelli sees this new initiative not as 
just another iteration of his core business 
model, but an approach that will revolu-
tionize the way people work. “It’s like Airb-
nb for office space, but it’s more than that,” 
says Vivadelli. “Who would have thought 
that a company could have legitimized 
hitchhiking? It’s called Uber. Who would 

think that they would share their home 
with somebody else and charge them a fee 
to stay there? Three years ago you would 
say you’re absolutely mad. But now it’s 
not unreasonable to think that a compa-
ny with excess office space would share it 
with workers from outside the company 
for a fee.”

Clearly, Vivadelli and his team are not 
afraid to think big.

The Business  Case   for  Smart  Buildings  
and   Happy  Workers

One key to both the business case for down-
sizing corporate real estate portfolios, and 
for the impact that it has on sustainability 
metrics, is the degree to which it is inte-
grated with other efficiency-oriented ini-
tiatives—namely, those summed up in the 
phrase “smart buildings.” Vivadelli calls 
the approach “smart occupancy.”

AgilQuest’s technologies are increas-
ingly able to interface with building auto-
mation systems, which are strengthened 
by the data the company’s software can 
provide, and vice-versa. “More and more 
buildings are being built with layers of 
networks—heating and cooling, lighting, 
emergency systems—and they are becoming 
very smart, they’re becoming very aware,” 
says Torrance Houlihan, AgilQuest’s VP of 
product. “We’re starting to leverage that, 
to communicate with the building, talk 
to the turnstile, talk to the lights, talk to 
the heating and cooling systems, and get 
information from them.” 

The General Services Administra-
tion, another federal agency that utilizes 
AgilQuest software, recently integrated the 
building automation system of its Washing-
ton D.C. headquarters with the OnBoard 
and Commander BI platforms as part of a 
major renovation and technology upgrade. 
With the new system, each time an employ-
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"How can an asset that is being used 50% of the time be called 
sustainable? If it's only used 50% of the time, it's using 50% 
too much material, creating 50% more construction waste, 
releasing 50% more wastewater runoff, consuming 50% more 
energy, and producing 50% more CO2 than it should."

john  vivadelli
ceo & founder, agilquest
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ee swipes their badge at the entry turnstile, 
OnBoard registers their presence in the 
building and sets a sequence of behind 
the scenes events in motion. The building 
automation system reads the schedule for 
that employee and primes itself to bring 
the various spaces that he or she will use 
that day up to a comfortable temperature, 
just in time for them to arrive. 

If they go into a conference room where 
they have a meeting scheduled, a sensor in 
the room turns on the lights, which in turn 
informs the OnBoard system that the per-
son has indeed used the space that they re-
served. If the meeting were to be cancelled 
at the last minute, the building automation 
system would inform OnBoard that no one 
was present, and the space would automat-
ically become available again on the reser-
vation system. Assuming the meeting does 
happen, five minutes before it is scheduled 
to end, the lights briefly dim to signal every-
one in the room that another group may be 
waiting to use the space, so they are sure to 
finish on time. If no one else is scheduled 
for the space, the lights and HVAC turn 
off once the room’s sensors detect that ev-
eryone has left, and all of the data about 
how the space was actually used, versus 
how its use was anticipated, is logged by 
both the building automation system and 
AgilQuest’s Commander BI.

Investing in such a high level of work-
place utilization precision pays for itself 
very quickly: the GSA cut its operational 
costs by more than 50%—a total of $32 
million annually in combined savings on 

leased space and associated service costs. 
The integration with smart building tech-
nologies has yielded an additional 10% an-
nual savings on energy costs. In the process, 
the GSA has saved 16 million kilowatts of 
energy annually, and avoided the omissions 
of 16,000 metric tons of CO2. 

Houlihan points out that a mobile work-
force is also “fundamentally more resilient 
than when you assign people to one place.” 
Employees can work from home, and with 
AgilQuest’s upcoming public access reser-
vation system, people will have access to a 
large network of other places to work. “It 
enhances resiliency and business continu-
ity in the events of unforeseen closures 
resulting from fire, terrorism, natural di-
sasters, or other acts of God,” says Houlihan. 

“People can quickly find another place to go 
to work and continue to deliver value to 
their customers.”

Finally, there is another less direct, hard-

er to quantify benefit that Houlihan refers 
to as “personal ROI.” As someone who fre-
quently works from his home office, which 
is an hour and a half drive from AgilQuest 
headquarters, he speaks from personal ex-
perience when noting, “It’s a huge benefit 
to not have to spend three hours a day in a 
car. If an organization can offer a better ex-
perience to a person by letting them choose 
where and when they are going to work, by 
letting them see who is coming in, making 
sure that they have the right technology for 
them and making sure that the right space 
is available to them, it’s really a much more 
compelling story.”  

That’s definitely a story that attracts to-
day’s most talented workers, which is per-
haps the most important business strategy 
of all. An office building is no longer just a 
box for employers to stick their workers into. 
Today’s top minds see work as what you do, 
not as a place you go every day. gb&d

GSA Transformation: 
By the  NumberS

50%: percentage by which 
GSA cut its operational costs

$32m:  in combined 
savings on leased space and 
associated service costs as a 
result of cutting operational 
costs

10%: percentage of 
additional energy costs that 
the integration with smart 
building technologies yielded 
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The GSA recently integrated the 
building automation system of its 
Washington D.C. headquarters 
with the OnBoard and Commander 
BI platforms as part of a major 
renovation and technology upgrade.




