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Using your existing office space efficiently can be one of the most challenging aspects of your operations. Often, the cost per square foot of office space demands that you lease as little space as possible. Yet, how many financial practitioners use expensive office space to house old files, for instance? As an example, placing older files (dormant client files, aged files and files no longer in use) in a filing cabinet inside an office space that costs upwards of $20 per square foot per year, when compared with an offsite storage solution for the same space at a fraction of that cost, is an inefficient use of your resources. Yet, many financial practices are doing this. Why? Usually, the answer lies in an understanding of the evolution of the practice. Often, a practice starts out as a one-person shop and grows from there. It is possible that, as the practice grows, more file cabinets are purchased to house paper files and little thought is given to the per square foot cost (footprint cost) of placing those file cabinets in an office location. 
Consider the following example:

A typical 48 inch wide lateral file cabinet occupies approximately 12 square feet of space. But, considering the draw open space needed and walking room around the cabinet, that number balloons out to 24 square feet. If your office has 10 such cabinets, you are using up to 240 square feet of office space. If the space costs $20 per square foot per year, then the cost of placing those files in that space could be $4,800 per year. Compared with an offsite storage location (at least for older files), you could probably get similar storage space for around $1,400 per year ($100 – 120 per month). That means you are wasting as much as $3,400 per year. 

The argument defending the use of such space is access. Practitioners may say that they find it inconvenient to go off-site every time they want to view a client file. The answer to this is virtual file cabinets (electronic storage solutions) that take up almost no space and offer instant (and often more organized) access to client files and information. 

File cabinets represent only a small fraction of what space is utilized in an office location. Other issues involve considerations for workflow. Placing the desk of the person responsible for effecting investment trades (for example) on one side of the office, while having the desks of others who would submit such trades on the other side of the office could mean forcing employees to walk back and forth all day long just to pass paperwork. Grouping desk locations of staff that are connected from a workflow perspective can increase workflow and communications efficiency. 
Communications efficiency is another aspect of office space utilization. Some have argued that, with intercom systems and email, communications can be maintained regardless of the desk location. This may be true to an extent. However, studies have shown that when talking with a co-worker on the phone or via email, the employee may tend to multi-task, which diverts attention from the conversation. There is also the loss of the benefit of non-verbal forms of communication, such as visual expressions, body movements, etc. which can aid in understanding. An interesting new trend with a limited number of practitioners is the installation of webcams and use of office-wide instant messaging services. When monitored and controlled for business purposes, this can restore some of the benefits of face-to-face communications. 
Yet another aspect of office space efficiency is the construction issues surrounding the reception area. Some offices have adopted what might be called the dentist office design. This is where the waiting area is separated by a wall with a window (often with a glass partition) separating the receptionist from the people in the waiting area. Studies have shown that this design lends itself to fear and apprehension on the part of prospective clients. Just what are they hiding in the receptionist’s area and why do they need to put walls between the staff and clients? One of the first observations might be that the wall itself takes up a certain amount of floor space that could have been put to better use. Another observation is that by taking down the wall and opening up the space, you just might increase the positive aspects of an open space environment. This could mean clients entering the waiting area would feel welcome and not have the apprehension that accompanies receptionist walls. 

Atmosphere in the waiting area is critical to a prospective client’s first impression of your firm. Presenting an office environment and culture that is both warm and inviting is an excellent first step to building a positive impression by your prospects and clients. To do this, consider a few tips:
· Use lighter colors for walls, flooring, carpets, etc.

· Consider placing a small water fountain or other water feature in one corner of the waiting area. Bubbling water often is soothing to the ear and relaxes people. 

· Ditch the sign(s) that promotes services. Don’t place a laundry list of products and services in the waiting area. Mutual fund prospectuses or other sales material should be well out of eyeshot. This also means the receptionist area. If a prospect spots large racks of sales material in the waiting/reception area, the message you are sending is you are going to try to “sell” them something. 

· Take out the water cooler, if you have one, in the waiting area. Train your staff to offer a beverage and make sure it is served in a china cup (if coffee) or glass (if a cold beverage). Dixie cups, Styrofoam cups, etc. send a message that you are running a cheap operation. Prospects want to be pampered and made to feel special. They don’t want to feel like they are sitting in the waiting area of a local oil change shop. 

· Another cleaver trick to increase the atmosphere in the waiting area is to place a warming tray in or near the area and put fresh cookies on it just before a prospect or client is scheduled to arrive. When they open the door, they are greeted with the smell of warming cookies. There is nothing quite so disarming as that smell. Avoid the microwave popcorn as a substitute. Some people are irritated by that smell. (and if you overcook it, the stench is hard to get rid of)
· Keep the ‘ego wall’ out of the waiting area. Having certifications, degrees, awards and other recognitions is great and can be useful if placed in a conference room or practitioner’s office. But, for first impressions, remember the saying, ‘people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.’ Arrange the first impression to be one that conveys the message that you really care about your clients. That first impression is all about them, not you. 
Making most efficient use of your space is not all about squeezing more into less. It may mean creating a brighter, more open, and harmonious office environment that is attractive and inviting, not only to clients and prospects, but also to your staff and yourself. 
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