The Inera
Coffee Effect
Coffee is famously a vital ingredient of a successful business. Inera has elevated the concept to a whole new level. What the
company has managed to accomplish is both startling and inspiring. Jonas Hurtigh Grabe argues that the Inera coffee bar
foreshadows the office of the future as a dynamo of choice and opportunity. He offers a three-step strategy for how you can
take the leap into the workplace of tomorrow.

by Jonas Hurtigh Grabe, Partner, Veldhoen + Company Sweden AB

End of last year, I presented the results of Inera’s
workplace survey to its employees. I have no doubt
made such talks a couple of hundred times through
the years, so the day wasn’t particularly remarkable
in that sense. The entire staff came down to the
cafeteria to hear what I had to say. When I
reviewed the material ahead of time, one item stood
out from the typical report – coffee, as you may
already have guessed. Hard as I tried, I couldn’t
quite figure out what it was all about. Why were the
attitudes at Inera so different from the hundred
other Swedish businesses for which we had
conducted the survey?
When I asked the question straight out, the
answer was a unanimous chorus of “Erik.”
Who in the world was Erik? Obviously, he
had understood something meaningful and
conveyed it to the rest of the company. I came to
refer to the phenomenon as the Inera coffee
effect and found a much deeper meaning than the
superficial details may suggest.
Unbeatable
A little background might be in order. I have
been a consultant in the area of Activity Based
Working (ABW) for many years. As evidence
and data freaks, we are not very fond of relying
on guesswork when it comes to finding out
what employees are looking for from their place
of business.
We always conduct a couple of surveys
before going very far with a project.

Choice depends
on trust, starting
with letting go and
allowing your staff
to lead the way.
The first survey is the Leesman Index
(leesmanindex.com), the largest assessment of
the degree to which an office is equipped to
facilitate the tasks that are to be performed there.
We frequently identify major discrepancies
between what employees consider important and
the ability of the workplace to provide support.
Leesman has asked the same questions to
almost 300,000 people around the world, a large
percentage of whom live in Sweden. Our
database contains close to 70,000 respondents at
100 different companies.
Among the questions are, “How satisfied are
you with the coffee, tea and other refreshments
that are available at your office?”
Respondents are to indicate whether that
amenity is personally important to them and if
the workplace properly provides for it.

That 95% of the Inera staff regarded coffee as
important was nothing to raise your eyebrows at.
But that 92.3% were satisfied with what the
office had to offer in that regard was simply out
of this world.
The corresponding figure for our entire
database is a modest 61.9%.
An additional index called Leesman+ includes
only the companies with a score of 72 or higher,
i.e., the truly top performers.
Inera beat that index by 13.7 percentage
points.
No matter what your taste
Inera is the world champion when it comes to
coffee at the workplace. What on earth is going
on here?
Can it really all be due to this mysterious
Erik?
Glancing over from my podium, I caught
sight of a coffee bar and all the pieces suddenly
fell into place.
Four delightful, old-fashioned percolators
were lined up, each with a round pot that you put
a coin under to keep it from sticking when it gets
hot. If you’ve ever been to a roadside restaurant,
you know exactly what I’m talking about.
The pot to the far left contained a dark,
opaque liquid that had certainly been there since
the previous day. The coffee in the next one was
probably no more than four or five hours old.

Lovers of freshness could choose between the
third pot (roughly two hours old) and the one all
the way to the right (newly brewed).
Adjacent to the whole shebang was an instant
coffee machine, the kind that fills a paper cup in
three seconds flat with a substance that is
vaguely reminiscent of the real thing.
Alongside of it was an apparatus that prepares
your drink as slowly and surely as a snail.
But that wasn’t all. The next object to catch
my eye was a faucet of hot water, followed by a
“tea library,” the likes of which I had never seen
in my entire life. A complete rainbow of colours,
shapes and tastes. If you couldn’t find what you
wanted here, you might as well try another
planet.
The various types of milk were endless as
well: blue, green, red, lactose-free, oat, soy, you
name it. You’d search in vain for a wider variety
at the biggest Swedish supermarket.
Choice, trust and human nature
So, what was the great lesson that Erik had to
teach us? It must have something to do with
human beings and the power of diversity. The
most imaginative inventor could never come up
with a contraption or dispenser that would please
everybody. Some folks like a witch’s brew that
has stood there overnight, while others prefer a
dainty little cappuccino or a cup of red rooibos
tea.
I can’t tell you how many workplaces I have
visited that are not even in the same league as
Inera despite having devoted enormous resources
to finding the perfect coffee machine. Sometimes
the ideal solution is both simple and inexpensive.
Choice is the mother of satisfaction.
At the end of the day, I learned a lot more
from Erik than how to gratify people’s taste
buds. The question goes to the heart of what the
offices of tomorrow will offer in the way of
settings and routines that promote efficiency,
output and wellbeing in the spirit of variety and
choice.
Let employees decide when, where and with
whom they want to do their jobs. That’s activitybased working in a nutshell.
It might sound elementary, but the insights
and benefits are infinite. Choice depends on
trust, starting with letting go and allowing your
staff to lead the way. Easier said than done. I’ll
never forget the client who deadpanned, “What
in heaven’s name are you trying to say? That
people should be able to work wherever they
want? How will I ever know if they’re just
whittling their hours away?” That particular
project ended badly. Hopefully a generation of
more astute managers is emerging.

Given that 99% of human beings are committed
to doing their best, why base your entire strategy
on a few stragglers?
Recipe for success
Years of applying activity-based working have
taught me three fundamental principles that are
integral to improving office routines and
conditions:
1. Make sure that management not only has
your back but is fully invested in change. The
value of that kind of engagement cannot be
overestimated.
2. See to it that there is plenty of time for
employees to become fully involved in the
process by means of dialogue, workshops and
seminars.

3. Don’t forget the layout and dimensions of the
office. Setting it up properly is an exact science.
Projects fail every day because somebody made a
wrong calculation. Desks are only as good as
their furnishings and accessories.
A useful key ratio is to have two chairs per
employee and equip at least 75% of them with
workstations that are ergonomically sound and
adjustable.
Three small offices for every ten employees
are an absolute must. Keep in mind that the great
majority of meetings in the Swedish workplaces
of today involve 3-4 people.
Follow these simple guidelines and Erik will
be proud of you. More importantly, your
employees will flourish and achieve optimum
productivity in an atmosphere that smells and
tastes just the way they like it. What better brew
could you ask for?

