Annes Diamond

It's not easy to circumnavigate our spiritual home city, Manchester. Well, it's not
that difficult to physically navigate around it, it's just that we a little strange having
to by-pass family, friends and favourite haunts.
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here is, however, a very good reason

why we are ignoring Manchester — at

least for the time being. We have a
short 50 or so mile extension to our normal
journey as we head out to Lytham St Annes,
and in particular the recently remodeled
and regenerated Aegon UK facility.

Case
Study

Aegon is the leading pensions,
investments, protection and financial advice
company, with headquarters in Edinburgh.
The organisation boasts over two million
customers, around 4,450 employees and, as
of March this year, an incredible £53.6

billion in assets under management,

including all revenue-generating
investments.
Lytham may only be a pebble’s throw

from the illuminations, amusements, beaches

and famous tower in Blackpool, yet it
couldn’t be a more different kind of town.
Genteel, pretty and ever-so-slightly reserved,
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Lytham is Blackpool’s quieter, smarter and
more mature cousin.

Almost hidden amongst the trees and
greenery, the Aegon facility is at first a bit of
a surprise. For a start, we've been driving
through fields, farmland and caravan parks
for miles now, and we weren’t expecting to
happen upon our destination so
immediately. Secondly, we weren’t expecting
a ‘complex’; the site is — as numerous signs
tell us — shared with AXA, and is on a
grand scale. Finally, we are surprised by so
much activity of a Monday morning. We
eventually find a parking space between two
construction vehicles — the Aegon interior
may well be complete and up and running,
but there’s clearly plenty of work still to do
throughout the rest of the site — and dart
inside to ensure we're not late for our host.

Aegon’s Alan Jamieson is said host, and,
following our long journey, is more than
happy to sit us down with a coffee before
commencing our tour of the space. We head
through the smart, functional reception and
catch glimpses of an elegant, open meeting
suite before reaching the fantastic new
restaurant and coffee shop area (it would
certainly be a disservice to describe this as a
canteen!). Having been treated to branded
Starbucks, we take a stool at one of the cool
high tables and ask Alan to tell us about the
origins of the products. “We first brought
the company over here about 10 years ago
and, in that time, it was never changed. We
transferred staff over here and we never
touched the building at all.

‘Historically the site has six sections — we
have three and AXA have three — so
essentially it is split into two. When we
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came in we were Scottish Equitable and we
did a bit of rebranding but other than the
site has physically remained unchanged.

‘Then, just over two years ago, we moved
into different markets — we now have a
direct marketing element — and we set up a
pilot for that here, and at the same time this
was always ear-marked for future expansion.
We have plenty of space here — we had
capacity for 1,000 people and only 700 staff.
It was then decided that we should really
put some money into this space to bring it
up to standard.

“We put together a team to consider our
options and following this process the
building was sold and then leased it back
on a 20 year agreement, and as part of that
we contributed into the reworking of the
landlord areas to bring that up to spec, and
then we took care of the rest.

“We basically stripped it back to basics;
we have new carpets, new ceilings,
decorations, comfort cooling, lighting etc —
and then added the furniture and fittings to
bring it back up to modern times!’

We ask about the physical process of the
refurbishment itself. Alan tells us the 56-
week programme was staggered, with
numerous decants necessary in order to free
up as much of the old space as possible. This
in itself, we learn, was something of an
education for the staff here. ‘In some ways it
was a good thing, Alan confirms. ‘Staft had
to work so closely together for a lot of that
time that they gained a much better
understanding of what other people and
departments do and how they work.

“We did put a plan in place where staft’
were kept up to date about what was
happening now, what was happening next,
how it would affect them, we had Q&A
sessions, we had a pilot day for the new
furniture where the staff could see what
they were getting well before it went in
here.

“We opened up part of the restaurant and
put in a desking system and a storage
system, together with the task seating, and




brought the manufacturers in to help

answer any questions which might arise’

Procurement was a major issue here of
course, and Alan is keen to give praise
where it’s due. “The process was quite easy,
to tell the truth. We'd used Sedus chairs for
our Edinburgh head office — and they had
delivered those fantastically well, 100%+.We
then looked to increase the density of the
desking in Edinburgh and Sedus came to us
once again. We looked at them and knew
that they could deliver an entire package,
with the desking and the seating all
marrying up. They came back to us with a
fantastic offer for Edinburgh and we
decided that this would become our
standard.

By doing so, has made things so much
easier in terms of both the service we
receive — they took care of the entire
sourcing of product — and also in terms of
our own flexibility. That consistency is so
important when it comes to being reactive
for change and churn. They were superb.

“We were keen to provide the staff with
elements to improve their workspace and
how they work. We have invested in brand
new fully compliant seating, in fully
adjustable monitor arms, and we have also
invested in the front reception area, with
new reception desk, new meeting rooms at

the side, and then we have created a new
client facing suite out of what was
essentially a corridor. Now have six high-
end spaces with high-end elements and
technology where the post room used to
stand

The look and the feel of the fully glazed
client suite is far more boutique hotel than
corporate working space, with subtle shades
and tones used throughout, and beautiful
furniture and lighting elements adding to
the luxurious feel.

As we walk through the ground floor of
the space Alan tells us how the Dutch
parent company didn’t set any corporate
guidelines or standards for the scheme,
although Aegon UK has, as we have
discovered, now set itself a standard
throughout its open plan working areas,
whilst many other areas also follow a new
‘Aegon look and feel’.

‘The restaurant itself is also a new
concept for us. This is a world away from
the old ‘restaurant’ and coftee points we had.
The Lytham site certainly didn’t have any of
the Starbucks or patisserie element that we
now have here. At first the staff looked as if
they were almost scared to use this space, as
well as the meeting rooms and breakout
areas, but now they’ve really started to grow
in to them and use them as if they’ve always

been there. The meeting ‘pods’ feature a
series of images of local landmarks taken by
a photographer we brought in through the
architect. We put it out to the staft to
choose which images they want for their
meeting areas.

We move up to take a look at the open
plan office areas which dominate the four
of the vast floors here. Each of the
floorplates is extremely large in itself, with
great natural light flooding in. The clean,
crisp Sedus furniture is teamed with smart,
complementary KI storage, whilst the green
seating fabric and desktop screens add just a
touch of vibrancy and colour. The only
enclosed areas here are for utilities.

“We’ve rationalised how the printers are
used here — creation of printer hubs
eliminates most of the noise and provides
space for cartridges, stationary and
mailpoints, so everything is enclosed, Alan
explains. “We now have a much improved
storage capacity by means of using a
mixture of static cabinets and electronic
mobile racking, both in terms of personal
storage and in centralised filing. We’ve really
changed the culture of how, what and why
we store.

And, before we know it, were back at
reception. We ask Alan to sum up the
project for us. ‘All those involved worked
well together — and worked hard, Alan
smiles. “We introduced an architect to bring
in a fresh pair of eyes and, together with the
project managers and the fit-out contractors,
the end result is pretty good! We’re now just
three weeks away from absolute completion
and we’re on schedule — not bad for a year-
long project.

‘Everyone really has worked together.
I’'m not going to say that there weren’t any
niggles — of course there were, but youre
always going to get a few with a building of
this size while keeping the office live and
with so many people to consider.

‘Lytham is the biggest building we have
outside Edinburgh, so it’s only fitting that
we brought this in line. It really is a pleasure
to come down here and see this now”

We head back to the car and, indeed,
back to the Mix Mecca of Manchester — or
do we have time for a quick candy-floss and
donkey ride? Manchester it is
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