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This is a strange one. One minute
Nick Fletcher’s making perfect sense
as he discusses issues like design
fees or the downside of current flexible
working concepts. He’s clearly an
intelligent man, yet, out of leftfield, he
admits to being a Reading FC fan with
a penchant for Emerson, Lake and
Palmer.

\/\/hat’s more he does so proudly, not sotto voce at all, no
apologetic half smile. Still, on the basis that he talks really

good sense about work stuft, we decided to ignore certain
personality defects (he likes Peter Frampton too) and focus on what
the man does for a living.

Let’s kick oft with Nick’s views on the value of design, and more
specifically, charging for it. Before we do, let’s introduce the subject
of this profile. Nick Fletcher is the Managing Director (‘but not I'm
not big on status’) of the Harmsen Group. “We’re doing around /5
million this year, having beaten our target early. After 13 years we’ve
got critical mass and we'’re doing nice projects at a certain level. £5
million may not sound like a massive turnover, but we lead on design
fees. We’re nowhere without fees.

“This 1s an important issue, and I don’t want to fudge it. We don’t
see design as a cost of sale. What we do is commercial interior design,
focusing on the workplace. When the client needs quick turnaround
and an early start on site, we can do design and build, but if I
compare our approach with mainstream D&B companies, I think
they often see design as a means to an end. They see design as an
inward investment, as part of the pitch. What it means to them is that
they pitch for 10 jobs expecting to win three — so the resource for
the seven they lose is covered by the ones they win.
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‘The point we make is that design has a value of its own, and we
decline to pitch if that is not understood. I don’t want to sound
pious about it, but design is our lifeblood so we have to make sure
the client respects the value of our design. We are typically instructed
for design only, for which we charge a fee. We pitch more often
against architects than we do against D&B firms. What we say is that
clients should put the job out to tender properly, and we’ll advise for
a fee. If the circumstances dictate, appoint us to be the contractor —
and we’ve got the skill to do it.

‘Getting the client relationship right goes hand-in-glove with
being commercial, growing a sustainable business. We tend to work
with clients for many years — building trust and understanding what
they’re about. The big thing is trust, and I know everybody says that.
We don't give clients any less attention because we're working for
fees — it’s unconditional. We've retained long-standing clients like
RWEnpower, International Power, Osborne Clarke, Shoosmiths and
Orange. It does pay to do your homework though. Our first client in
the legal sector was Clifford Chance. I was running a seminar and
this bloke turned up on a motorbike. I asked him who he was and
he said, T'm the Head of Administration at Clifford Chance’ —so I
asked him what Clifford Chance do, and he said they were the
biggest law firm in Europe!

‘T'm pretty active with the BCO. We increasingly find ourselves
discussing the future of the workplace — which can be a bit dry. At
this year’s BCO conference, I was involved in the debate entitled
‘Flexible Working — Has It Gone Too Far?’, alongside Martin Cook
of BDP, Paul Harrington of PwC, Bridget Hardy from the Office of
Government Commerce and Wim Pullen from Delft University.
Wim and I suggested that it had. I thought it could be the end of my
glittering career, because we might be accused of being Luddites. As
it turned out, once we talked it through, most agreed that, in its
current form, the concept of flexible working had indeed gone too
far. For example, look at us here, talking at Smiths of Smithfield. Why
did we go to the trouble of meeting? Why is this better than the
phone? It goes back to our roots, it’s primeval — we prefer the face to

face meeting complete with the subtleties and nuances of gestures
and encouragements. This is what makes remote working dangerous.

“When I first started working at BDG it was all very simple: the
client was first, our business was second and I was third in the
pecking order. Today, flexible working, if left unchecked, is in danger
of reversing the hierarchy because it tends to support the personal
agenda. It’s about what suits me. It raises all sorts of issues of how the
business agenda fits with the personal agenda, especially as it relates
to knowledge workers. There’s an issue of community — it’s now
more disparate. It’s virtual. Logically it works, but the reality is that it
doesn’t, that’s why we met today, even though we’ve got all the tools
to enable us not to have done so.

‘I find myself more and more involved in the sensitive areas of
workplace change. It’s relatively easy to solve space problems. The
difficult part is understanding the yin and yang, the equal and
opposite forces, the hidden costs and benefits of change. Simply put,
if I reduce space, what is the equal and opposite force to that? Our
corporate clients know the overhead ratio between people and
property: generally, the people cost eight times more than the
property.

Since Nick mentioned BDG, we thought we’d ask how he found
himself in workplace design in the first place. He cheerfully describes
a somewhat chequered early business career.

‘T'm from Reading, which is famous for two things: R eading FC
and Ricky Gervais. Oh, and Oscar Wilde was jailed there. Dad was a
draughtsman doing naval defence stuff at Ferranti, Mum was a
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teacher. Mum was Dutch — in fact she still is. Harmsen, our company,
is taken from her maiden name. At school I was a bright, lazy
troublemaker. A bit of a comedian. I liked girls a lot, still do. I came
out of school with no qualifications to speak of. So I became an
insurance clerk and spent two years of evening classes studying for an
HND. Then, as you do once you’ve got an HND, I became a
gardener. Then I was a handyman, then a butler and then a carpenter
— I drifted. I got a job at a high quality furnisher, fitting kit-like
Interliibke and found that I enjoyed it. In fact, after a while I realised
I could sell fitted furniture — I'd been with the company for two and
a half years, which is longer than I'd done anything.

‘A recruitment agency ran an ad in the Cabinet Maker magazine
— it was the wrong job, wrong location and I was the wrong kind of
salesman. But I got the job at BDG. My boss was as mad as a box of
frogs but with a huge heart. I went to the interview in my brother’s
pale blue suit. I thought, ‘T'm 30, I've got kids, it’s about time I got a
proper job. I doubled my salary, and from that moment I haven’t
looked back. Put it down to an incompetent employment agency
placing a round peg in a round hole.

‘Back then, BDG had an odd reputation in the market, but I will
defend to the end the company and its people — they had great
values. I really enjoyed my seven years at BDG (’88-"95), and still
keep in touch with many ex-colleagues such as Phil Hutchinson and
Mark Myers’

Time for Nick to shoot oft back to Bristol. ‘It’s quite a drive every
day from Reading to Bristol, so I try to work remotely or take the
train — but I often have to succumb to the car. What a carbon
footprint — I'm the enemy of the people!” grins Nick. This Reading
season ticket holder finished by chatting about his musical tastes (‘T'm
sadly stuck in ’70s prog rock’), before turning seriously to the big
issue of the day. ‘Sure, we'll go back up this season, maybe via the
playofts. And Coppell’s a top, top man.
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