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Ever since Michael Bloomberg brought the layout of the
trading floor to his corporate offices and, ultimately, to New
York’s City Hall, it seems de rigueur for organizations to move
toward an open plan, unless they want to be seen as hopelessly
backward and uncreative. But surely this egalitarian scenario—
in which top executives commingle with their lesser colleagues
and share private space with other managers—can’t be optimal
for each and every business, can it?

Generation Y-ers, those tech-savvy employees who will define
most corporations’ not-so-distant future, generally support the
trend toward open, collaborative workplaces—but only up until
a point. Almost half of all professionals across all age groups
still consider the private office to be the gold standard, accord-
ing to a Knoll Workplace Research study. Yet as you probably
know from looking around your own floor, those coveted pri-
vate spaces frequently either stand empty, their designated oc-
cupants off on business trips or in meetings or at home—
unless, that is, the office is doubling as a conference room.

It’s safe to say that most companies operate differently than
they did a decade or more ago. Globalization and technology
have impacted what work looks like, along with where, how,
and by whom it is performed. And attitudes toward work and
work/life balance have shifted, making the workplace not only
more diverse but less hierarchical. 

But office design has failed to keep pace with these changes
and with the flexibility necessary to function today. As you go
through the process of rethinking the scale and operations of

your department or business unit or entire company, don’t
neglect the space where it all happens. Whether reconsidering
your rows of cubicles or starting with a blank blueprint, it’s
worth the effort to bring together work and workplace.

How you plan your layout depends on your company’s
unique culture and objectives, but here are some thoughts to
get you started.

A
lot of the time, organizations don’t know what it is
they’re looking for” when it comes to optimizing of-

fice space, says Chris Congdon, manager of corpo-
rate marketing at office-furniture manufacturer 

Steelcase. “But when you ask them what they really need their
space to do to support their business objectives, they quickly
realize that they have more space than they need and that their
existing space can—and needs to—deliver more.” 

At Procter & Gamble’s various workplaces, managers con-
tinually move employees into open spaces as business require-
ments change and leases expire. “Whenever we need to create
more space in the same footprint, we knock down some hard-
wall offices and increase seating by three or four times,” ex-
plains Bruce Williams, associate director of HR at P&G. “Every-
one knows it’s going to happen; it’s just a matter of time.”

Meanwhile, DuPont intends its newly redesigned open-space
R&D facility to serve as a model for the company’s other lo-
cations. “If you have existing buildings,” asks Richard Vintigni,
DuPont’s senior diversity and work/life consultant, “why would

You worked hard to get that corner office.
Now get ready to give it up. 

Globalization and technology
have impacted what work
looks like, along with where,
how, and by whom it is 
performed. And attitudes 
toward work and work/life
balance have shifted, 
making the workplace not
only more diverse but less
hierarchical.
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you go to another if you can get more people in by going to
completely open space?” 

While such a layout sends a strong message about corporate
culture, any cost savings may well destroy value in other areas.
According to a study by the British Council for Offices think
tank, the jury remains out on whether a causal relationship ex-
ists between increased use of open space, enhanced communi-
cation, and improved productivity. “Whether the outcome of
the balance between the benefits and costs will be positive or
negative cannot be predicted beforehand,” says Theo van der
Voordt, a senior researcher at the Delft University of Technol-
ogy’s Center for People and Buildings, in a 2004 article in the
Journal of Corporate Real Estate. 

Furthermore, organizations must also consider the “cyni-
cism that can come about when a move to an open-plan office
is poorly reasoned or mishandled,” Stephen Beacham, associ-
ate principal of Daroff Design’s corporate-interiors practice,
wrote in a 2005 Real Estate Weekly article.

While some firms move toward open-space workplaces, oth-
ers are encouraging hoteling, which provides employees with
space on an as-needed basis. For example, while global con-
sulting firm Accenture maintains office locations in thirty-nine
U.S. cities, it considers itself completely “virtual,” without tra-
ditional corporate headquarters. “When we took a close look
at our corporate real estate,” explains Sharon Klun, Accenture’s
director of work/life initiatives, “we discovered that it was cost-
ing us a huge amount of money to provide employees with a
place where they could pick up an expense envelope.” Loca-
tions provide employees with meeting rooms, a set of unas-
signed enclosed spaces, open cubicles, and support equipment
such as photocopiers and fax machines. The company leases
space—preferably in buildings with restaurant facilities—to
accommodate client meetings. The CEO still has a designated
office, but it’s no longer stadium-sized. 

Accenture also reduces real-estate costs by sharing office
space with organizations with similar needs. A web of satellite
workplaces extending beyond a city’s main office provides
even shorter commuting times for workers. Managed by third
parties, these offices bill Accenture and other participating
companies based on the hours the employees use the space.
Picking up an expense report becomes as easy as picking up
a latte at Starbucks.

J
ust like employees who use screensavers to individual-
ize their space, companies rethinking their workplace
layouts will still have to find ways of using their space
to communicate their corporate culture to clients and

workers—one reason why corporate headquarters are unlikely
to disappear completely. “Organizational culture is what your
brand is all about,” Congdon says. “It needs to be consistent
and authentic. It needs to permeate the organization all the
way through to the back office.” In other words, seating a re-
ceptionist behind a sleek, logoed counter won’t establish trendi-

THE COMPANY REST STOP
In the 1950s and ’60s, many large offices featured “restrooms”—

those anterooms equipped with a chaise longue or a set of com-

fortable chairs, still found in many bathroom facilities at hotels

and theaters today. Well before the development of oxygen

pods designed to revitalize exhausted Japanese managers,

they provided a place of respite for employees, especially those

performing lower-level repetitive tasks such as typing or an-

swering telephones. Together with kitchenettes and lunch-

rooms, they maintained a residential aspect of corporate inte-

riors no longer found in today’s cubicle farms.

So where did all the restrooms go? Corporations had to make

room for the oversized mainframes of early computer technol-

ogy, says Patricia Moore of

Moore Design Associates.

“Real estate became so ex-

pensive that companies had

to make choices: It was either

people or technology.”

Today, be it due to the

downsizing of servers or the

realization that knowledge

workers in particular need

unstructured downtime to

generate new ideas, there is

a renewed focus on providing

restorative space within the office environment. 

Such an area should be more than the traditional employee

cafeteria or the occasional informal seating section that may

already be part of the office layout. It should honor workers’

needs to take a break from the work environment, lie down,

lounge, and do whatever they must to completely relax and

tune out. An ideal space should provide a clear break from the

actual work setting by featuring residential furniture, like a

daybed or a banquette with cushions, as well as access to

daylight or even the outdoors. Meanwhile, room dividers made

from soft materials or opaque glass panels can provide a

sense of privacy within the corporate space.

Restorative spaces are easy to install and don’t need to be

overly designed. They keep employees who need a break close

at hand rather than running out to get a latte (not that that’s a

reason to disturb their break!), and they can cut down on less

effective ways of relaxing, such as Internet surfing, which

distracts rather than re-energizes. By mirroring residential

interiors, they can also provide a creative way of accommo-

dating those employees who do not have the opportunity to

work from home.

Most importantly, providing places of respite communicates

to staff that they are valued and their well-being is important

to the organization.  —K.V.A.
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ness any more than a huge flat screen in the lobby will convey
state-of-the-art advisory services if your accounting personnel
look as if they’re still working in 1975. 

Prominent examples of thoroughly and authentically branded
spaces are typically found in creative industries such as adver-
tising and in high-tech firms. The headquarters of Google and
ad agency TBWA�Chiat�Day (designed, incidentally, by the
same architect) apply a college-campus model to a corporate
setting. Their brands are not just reflected in a color scheme
or a particular use of materials—they are expressed with a
commitment to employee comfort and creativity that perme-
ates the corporate culture.

The virtual office—hoteling—may breed the antithesis of this
approach, since bare workstations with phones don’t convey
much of a corporate culture. When crafting their spaces, organ-
izations must take into account the fact that most people still
want to come into an environment where they feel comfortable
and can work productively. “You see all these companies pushing
people out, having them work from home. That’s probably going
to work for a year and a half,” Klun says. While technology does
make it possible to perform almost all work-related tasks re-
motely, human nature can get in the way. “Not everyone is cut
out for working from home, and it’s not because you can’t
achieve your goals,” she notes. “It has to do with isolation.” 

At Accenture, first-year employees typically take full advan-
tage of the opportunity to work remotely, she says. The second
year, they start coming into the office a couple of times a
month to meet their colleagues for lunch or just to get away
from their refrigerator (indeed, Klun has noticed considerable
weight gain among employees working from home). “The third
year, ‘I’m going to the office for personal-hygiene reasons, be-
cause I need to clean up my act, and because of the voices in
my head!’” she quips. “So from the human-capital perspective,
you need to consider what type of office design will keep peo-
ple emotionally and physically healthy.”

Klun adds that a relative handful of Accenture employees
still come into the office daily—understandable considering
that today’s thinning laptops, ubiquitous wi-fi, BlackBerries,
and other gadgets have created one virtual inbox. Indeed, the
list of devices and innovations designed to support mobility
and make the need for permanent personal space at the office
obsolete grows ever longer. But how are humans fitting into
this brave new virtual world?

Giving up one’s personal desk and, thus, the basic human
needs for privacy, territoriality, personalization, and visible sta-
tus, some envision, will be offset by a more aesthetically pleas-
ing and technologically advanced work environment—except
that most of us remain wired with a need for staking out and
defending our own territory and elevating our own status.
Williams reports cases at P&G in which executives usurped
shared “huddle rooms” to make up for lost private office space.
Meanwhile, live conferences still win out over the most ad-
vanced videoconferencing technology.

“The virtual office is the natural evolution of the beast,” com-
ments product-design consultant Patricia Moore. “We’re all
aware that we will be George Jetson, talking to our boss on
a screen, but we’re not quite there yet. We ruthlessly hang
on to vestiges of our past.” It seems that people still need
people. For example, earlier this year, NPR’s Marketplace
reported on Carrboro, N.C.-based Creative Coworking, a venue
designed to lure freelancers and consultants out of their home-
based, high-tech isolation by providing them with not only
desk space but the opportunity to play Wii baseball in an open
conference room. 

W
hile people will always find creative ways to
make their space work for them so they can
work in their space, it’s important to keep in
mind that the only fixed cost exceeding corpo-

rate real-estate expenditures is human capital. Staff turnover

Giving employees as much
control as possible over their
work environment by pro-
viding spaces to collaborate,
concentrate, and contem-
plate will be essential for 
recruiting and retaining the
most desirable employees.



www.tcbreview.com  � THE CONFERENCE BOARD REVIEW 55

is expensive, and research has shown that keeping employees
physically comfortable increases productivity and engage-
ment by 25 percent. Just like star athletes, employees need
to be able to breathe, see, and hear properly to perform at the
top of their game. 

With millennials entering the workforce and boomers stay-
ing on, the need for companies to provide flexibility and
choice will only increase. Giving employees as much control
as possible over their work environment by providing spaces
to collaborate, concentrate, and contemplate will be essential
for recruiting and retaining the most desirable employees.

No one has pinned down the perfect one-size-fits-all work-
space. But creating balances between privacy and social con-

tact, opportunities for spontaneous interaction and communi-
cation and focused work, and stimulation and space for respite
are essential ingredients of the mix. While companies can
learn important lessons from early adopters of new organiza-
tional concepts and design solutions, each business will have
to devise its own solution to support its unique strategic goals. 

And as with any other aspect of life, there will always be
pioneers, and there will always be stragglers—as illustrated by
a forward-thinking manager at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of
Florida who loaned a colleague the fitness ball on which he
was sitting at work. The co-worker returned it within the hour,
afraid she might fall off. Her workstation was right outside of
the worker’s-comp office. �

CAN DESIGN BE UNIVERSAL?
“Whenever we’re confronted with our inability to perform basic everyday tasks, we realize that we have not been considered in

the hierarchy of design,” says Patricia Moore of Moore Design, one of the founders of the universal-design movement, which

strives to make products and environments user-friendly to as many people as possible. “By the same token, design can also be

the great equalizer.”

Economic conditions, as well as personal decisions to remain in the workplace, have significantly altered or even eliminated

the concept of “retirement age.” Baby boomers had always expected to enjoy some leisure time at the end of life; now they’re

realizing they will probably be working in some capacity until they die. But is the workplace ready to accommodate the physical

needs of this rapidly increasing number of mature workers?

One problem companies face in accommodating older workers is that they don’t like admitting that they have problems performing

certain tasks. “Especially in today’s economic environment,” Moore says, “workers will

not want to raise their hands. But in order for change to occur in the workplace, people

have to be honest.” (Then, too, you don’t have to be an older worker to request additional

task lighting, protection from ambient sound, or greater variety of working positions—

all important variables that help increase productivity.)

While an entire industry has sprung up to provide special utensils for children, much

less thought has been applied to designing for human needs at the other end of the spec-

trum. Still, there are products out there that can help support older workers’ function-

ality, wellness, and ultimately productivity.

Older knowledge workers often cite background noise as a major barrier to their pro-

ductivity. French manufacturer Futur Acoustic helps by providing software that trans-

forms background noise into more benign sound outputs based on orchestral or natural

sounds that aid concentration. Various companies also make “rain curtains,” office par-

titions that create a physical wall of water, bringing calming, natural sounds into the

open-plan office. 

To aid employees with visual concentration, Philips offers a controllable fluorescent light system called Dynamic Lighting,

which allows workers to adjust light right at their desk to mimic the progression of outdoor light throughout the day or to ac-

commodate the nature of the task. 

And for employees whose joints stiffen from sitting too long at their desks, The Walkstation by Steelcase combines a fully

adjustable work station, with surface area to accommodate a laptop and phone with a low-speed, commercial-grade treadmill

that tops out at 2 m.p.h.—not enough to skip a workout at the gym but sufficient to reduce tension and improve circulation for

employees in otherwise highly sedentary occupations. 

An inclusive approach to design, one that effectively ensures that all facilities within the workplace are conceived with older

workers in mind, can produce tangible benefits for all employees. “It’s about creating a work environment that includes people

of all ages and abilities,” Moore says. “You don’t want to hear that your company is failing because your workforce doesn’t have

what it needs to appropriately do the work.” —K.V.A. 

IT’S ABOUT
CREATING A
WORK ENVI-
RONMENT 
THAT INCLUDES
PEOPLE OF 
ALL AGES AND
ABILITIES.




