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My friend and star graphical user interface designer Bill Buxton is struck by just how long 

it takes for a demonstrably successful innovation to achieve ubiquitous use. He uses the 

computer mouse as his prime example. It took 30 years from the time it was demonstrated 

to be a far superior input mechanism at Xerox PARC in 1965 until its widespread use in 

conjunction with the release of Microsoft Windows 95 in 1995. (Buxton, The Long Nose 

of Innovation, Business Week Insight, Jan 2, 2008)

 

Bill should be consoled by the fact that management theories take even longer to work 

their way into the mainstream. Take for instance knowledge workers. Peter Drucker 

coined that term of art in 1959. (The Landmarks of Tomorrow, 1959) Along the way in 

1973 (Management: Tasks, Responsibilities, Practices, 1973) and then late in his life in 

1999 (Management Challenges of the 21st Century) he spelled out the implications for 

organizations of the arrival of knowledge workers and knowledge work.

 

There are many, but probably the most notable was his assertion that given that their orga-

nizations now needed them to use their brain not their arms and legs, knowledge workers 

had to really want to work for the organization. In Drucker’s view, to get the kind of creativity 

required from their knowledge workers, organizations needed to treat them as if they were 

volunteers for a cause rather than employees with a job.

 

Well, it has taken about a half-century since Drucker’s initial insight for the world of large 

organizations to really internalize his message. Sure, along the way, some organizations 

picked up on his insight, just as Apple picked up on the mouse long before 1995. But argu-

ably, it was few and far between until quite recently.

 

But finally organizations are realizing that they have to create productive, authentic and 

collaborative work environments in which their knowledge workers can feel that they are 

in a place that they would rather be than anywhere else. And if they don’t, those knowledge 

workers pretty soon end up somewhere else.

 

It is a challenge. Organizational structures and work spaces need to change from the tried 

and true hierarchies and rows of work-stations. The good news is that today’s knowledge 

workers are eager to help. They have as much at stake as their employers in fashioning a 

work-life that is rich and rewarding. If there is going to be a collaborative work environment, 

it better start with a collaborative design thereof. 

 

A half century after his initial insight and five years after his passing, Drucker would be 

pleased with and optimistic about the lives of his knowledge workers.

 

Roger Martin

Dean of the Rotman School of Management

University of Toronto

FOREwORd

By ROgER MARTIN
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A quIET REvOLuTION IS hAPPENINg IN ThE PLACES wE wORk. And this time, the transformation 

is only partly driven by technology. It’s also a response to a new generation of workers with 

new ideas about life and work, ready and willing to abandon the conventions that have long 

governed office life—the 9-to-5 workday, the coat and tie, the once-coveted private office. 

Change has come and we are just beginning to see what it will look like. 

One thing is clear. In the 21st century office, the name of the game is collaboration. And 

it’s played on a field whose boundaries and forms are flexible and fluid, where the walls that 

once defined structure and hierarchy have yielded to unmapped territories where people can 

make connections that lead to innovation. 

Collaboration doesn’t necessarily occur as a limited process in a conference room. Rather, 

it is a more radical work practice that is seeded throughout the organization and often 

flourishes where one would least expect. Contrary to common belief, great ideas seldom 

leap fully formed from the mind of a single “creator,” but begin to crystallize when creative 

sparks fly between people who share a dream or a problem. That is, when people collaborate. 

Anecdote- and research-based evidence alike bear this premise out, but how do we create the 

conditions for collaboration? How do we make it happen?

Collaboration comes easily to younger workers—Gen Y or Millennials, as they prefer to be 

known. Not so for Baby Boomers who may be uneasy with “design by committee.” Boomers 

tend to look to strong leadership and a unifying vision—and then dig in to solve the prob-

lem on their own—thus avoiding the issue of passing an idea through too many hands and 

seeing it reappear distorted, diluted or disabled. Boomers tend to equate collaboration with 

an excess of “cooks” yielding generic results and needless complexity. Today, however, the 

scales have tipped in favor of collaboration as Millennials enter and transform the workplace.

Our purpose here is to chart the terrain of this emerging workplace. We will take a look at 

during the 

fifties, a common 

maxim regarding 

the merits of 

collaboration 

was that "a 

camel is a horse 

designed by 

committee."

INTROduCTION



11

| 
C

O
C

R
E

A
T

E

economist richard 

florida argues that 

30% of american 

workers participate 

in what is now 

essentially a creative 

economy;  

12% represent a  

super-creative core 

directly active in 

science, technology 

and the arts. [1]

collaboration and its value to business, as well as how corporate culture, technology and 

design can enable or disable productive group work and thus, the ability to co-create a break-

through concept, a system or product.

As we researched the nature of collaboration, it became clear that those three elements— 

culture, technology and design—must be in place and in sync if a truly collaborative 

environment is to emerge. The culture must be one that encourages open communication 

across departments and up and down the hierarchy. Technology must be used appropriately—

and not take the place of face-to-face interaction. And the workplace itself must be designed 

to support co-creative workstyles without eliminating privacy or places to work without 

noise and interruption. We would also do well to remember a fourth element that is critical 

to the highest level of performance—collaborative work must be balanced with heads-down 

or focused work. No job is about collaboration alone. 

This book will address each of these elements in detail, as well as offer potential ways—big 

and small—to design a workplace that allows people to connect, collaborate and create 

something new and useful and inspiring. There is no one solution, but there are viable 

strategies for planning those creative collisions and conversations that lead to innovation. 

The final pages of this book will explore possible design strategies that are congruent with a 

culture of connection and creativity. 
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BuT whAT, 
EXACTLy, IS 
COLLABORATION? 
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“CREATIvITy IS A TwO-STEP PROCESS ThAT STARTS wITh COLLABORATION. whEN MIChAEL 

jORdAN ANd I SIT dOwN TO dESIgN A ShOE, ThE FIRST ThINg I dO IS LISTEN.”

 - TINkER hATFIELd, NIkE v.P. dESIgN ANd SPECIAL PROgRAMS, quOTEd IN Fast Company [3] 

whAT, EXACTLy, IS COLLABORATION? More art than science, collaboration can be loosely 

defined as the process of working with others to achieve a common goal—whether it’s 

changing the world, besting a competitor or building a science project. After all, most 

of us have been urged to “work well with others” since grammar school and most have 

experienced the value of “teamwork” in some way as adults. 

Yet collaboration is a somewhat looser term than teamwork and may occur spontaneously 

between people who are not part of an information-sharing network or team. At work, a 

team is generally part of a plan generated from above. There is generally a clear division of 

labor with members assigned specific tasks and deliverables according to each individual’s 

skill set. Meetings are structured and scheduled. Everyone works towards a management-

defined goal with checkpoints at each step of the way. 

Collaboration can occur between people from different departments or even from different 

organizations and can take multiple verbal, visual and active forms: talking, showing, 

messaging and co-creating. It happens when someone stops to chat while on their way to 

the printer or interjects an idea they see by chance on a whiteboard or screen. It can happen 

when an architect calls a friend at an engineering firm to help him solve a problem. Teams 

do collaborate, but collaboration need not occur among members of a team.

“ThE EFFECT OF NEw CONdITIONS IS TO dISTRIBuTE POTENTIAL OR CAPACITy, wORLdwIdE 

ANd ALLOw CONTRIBuTIONS By ANyONE, ANywhERE.” 

- BRuCE MAu, massive Change 

New conditions demand that collaboration become an important feature of our working 

lives because in knowledge economies we continually seek and share new information to 

BuT whAT, EXACTLy, IS COLLABORATION?a report by the 

international 

facility 

management 

association 

(ifma) says that 

common support 

space or shared 

workspaces 

have increased 

on both a 

percentage and 

square-foot 

basis. [2]
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develop and integrate new concepts so that they become valuable fodder for innovation. 

Information is essential. And our achievements as individuals or organizations rely on how 

quickly we can access accurate, relevant information and use it creatively to spark innovation. 

Contrary to common belief, great ideas seldom leap fully formed from the mind of a single 

“creator,” but begin to crystallize when creative sparks fly between people with different 

perspectives. As Dorothy Leonard of the Harvard Business School notes, “the most creative 

people…understand that breakthrough creativity occurs at the intersection of previously 

unconnected planes of thought.” [4] 

Creativity happens when things—words, ideas, colors or children’s alphabet blocks—get put 

together in new ways. It may occur as a flash of insight by an individual over-achiever, but 

it’s more likely to happen when people put their heads together and start bouncing ideas off 

one another, making new connections and breaking open each one’s habitual way of think-

ing. That is, when people co-create or collaborate.

Other people remain one of our best resources, giving us access to information that we might 

not think to look for by merely searching a database. A conversation face-to-face or via IM 

can be a richly creative meeting of minds, fed by each individual’s reservoir of knowledge—

seeding ideas and producing solutions more original than any one person could achieve. 

Today, it’s not only design firms or “hot” product development groups who are touting 

the virtues of collaboration. Take the case of CERN (European Organization for Nuclear 

Research). Even though this prestigious research center is undertaking a massive project that 

will “revolutionize” our understanding of physics, there are no directors, presidents or CEOs 

at CERN. Every office is the same size and “gathering spaces throughout CERN serve as 

giant ‘water coolers’ where ideas can be shared.” Everyone participates in weekly decision-

making summits and thousands of less formal meetings open to all collaborators. [6]

CERN’s democratic and interactive scenario challenges the assumption that collaboration is 

primarily useful for bringing a new product to market or crafting a brand identity, when in 

fact, it works equally well for designing organizational systems, operational initiatives other 

aspects of business that require creative ideas and intelligent decision-making.

“ThE CRuCIAL vARIABLE IN ThE PROCESS OF TuRNINg kNOwLEdgE INTO vALuE IS CREATIvITy.” 

- jOhN kAO, FACuLTy hARvARd BuSINESS SChOOL, MIT, AuThOR OF Jamming

CORPORATE jAMMINg: OPEN, gLOBAL, MuLTI-dISCIPLINARy

“yOu CAN’T IMPROvISE ON NOThINg, MAN, yOu’vE gOTTA IMPROvISE ON SOMEThINg.” 

- ChARLIE MINguS

Dubbed a “serial innovator” by The Economist magazine, author John Kao (author of Jamming) 

finds jazz improvisation a useful metaphor for creative collaboration. When jazz musicians 

come together to play, the music that is performed is not the creative product of any one 

musician. The music is what happens between them, with each musician listening and 

responding to his collaborators in the process of improvising new patterns of rhythmic and 

melodic sounds. The co-creative process is analogous to the more or less spontaneous exchange 

of ideas that characterizes the process of innovation. [7]

Inspired by Kao’s jazz metaphor, IBM launched a series of corporate jam sessions that have 

proved to be a potent means of generating ideas to improve existing IBM businesses and to 

launch new ones. Likewise impressed by the jamming concept, Ray Ozzie, Chief Software 

Architect at Microsoft named a new software product Groove. 

since 2001, ibm 

has used “jams” 

to involve its 

more than 

300,000 employees 

around the 

world in far-

reaching 

exploration and 

problem-solving.

research by 

design giant 

gensler shows 

that top 

performing 

companies spend 

23% more time 

collaborating. 

[5] 
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Group Genius author Keith Sawyer has also described collaboration in terms of jazz 

improvisation and the authors of Uniting the Virtual Workforce note that the collaborative 

cycle of gathering, going away and regrouping is very like the way jazz ensembles work. 

Musicians practice alone, but exercise their talents in a group. “During live performances, 

ensembles come together in a way that’s coordinated and timely. Each member has to be 

in sync with the others….[and] can reach their shared goal only by operating together 

seamlessly. Members of virtual projects also have to come together and perform. Each has 

to contribute. . .in a timely manner and establish harmonious communications with others 

to achieve goals.”[8]

The parallel between how a jazz ensemble works and how a collaborative group might work 

extends to the fact that collaborative business processes provide a platform for specialization. Jazz 

musicians focus on playing the bass or the saxophone. Individual collaborators can also focus on 

developing their own unique talents, supported by others who focus on complementary skills. 

Everyone gains in depth and breadth of knowledge. In a flexible, collaborative organization the 

expertise of such workers can then be mobilized and orchestrated to address a specific problem 

or the needs of a particular project. 

 PuTTINg OuR hEAdS TOgEThER

“COLLABORATION IS NOT A SyNONyM FOR COOPERATION.”

- RANdy NELSON, dEAN PIXAR uNIvERSITy, quOTEd ON ThE EdgEhOPPER BLOg, juLy 24, 2010

It’s important to note that collaboration is not the same thing as attending a formal meeting. 

Rather, it is a more radical workstyle that is seeded throughout an organization. David Kelley 

at IDEO is one leader who is “adamant about the importance of informal interaction—

about the kinds of unscheduled conversations that traditional managers have long dismissed 

as time wasters.” He believes in the value of “corners” or other “spaces in-between” where 

people can say what’s really on their mind. [11]

Collaboration is also not the same thing as reaching consensus or compromise. And it’s not 

the same thing as the less ambitious activities of cooperation in a collective effort. That’s just 

a matter of alignment or coordinating tasks in order to achieve an objective more efficiently. 

Whereas, collaboration is a process of accomplishing a goal that one person alone could 

not achieve, a dynamic co-creative process that endows each participant with new capacity 

through complementary and diverse skills and knowledge. 

With all of the above in mind, we can perhaps now posit a working definition of collaboration 

as the formal or informal exchange of ideas and sharing of resources between and among 

people who may or may not be affiliated as members of the same team or even coworkers in 

the same company, but who are allied in a common purpose. 

Collaboration then, can take the form of a freewheeling, spontaneous conversation among 

coworkers waiting to use the copier, an exchange of instant messages between colleagues on 

different continents or, for that matter, governments, cities and communities working together 

to solve common problems. Whatever the form, in essence, the goal is the same: innovation. 

 

11 million formal 

business meetings 

occur in the u.s. 

every day; studies 

estimate that  

50% of this time  

is wasted time. [9]

busy professionals 

attend about

60 meetings per 

month; 91% admit to

daydreaming; more 

than 1/3 have dozed. 

[10] 
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COLLABORATE? 
why



why COLLABORATE

“OuR ONLy ChANCE IS TO BRINg PEOPLE TOgEThER FROM A vARIETy OF BACkgROuNdS 

ANd dISCIPLINES whO CAN REFRACT A PROBLEM ThROugh ThE PRISM OF COMPLEMENTARy 

MINdS ALLIEd IN COMMON PuRPOSE….”

- wARREN BENNIS, “gREAT gROuPS" [12]

The assumption is that collaboration sparks innovation, which in turn leads to new and better 

products, services or processes—and thus, competitive advantage. But does collaboration 

enhance creativity? Does it make a company more innovative? The short answer is “yes.” 

There is a significant body of research that verifies its ability to yield the highest value for 

an organization.

But isn’t innovation the result of lots of R&D? Not according to most indicators. A 2005 

study by Booz Allen Hamilton analyzed 1,000 of the biggest R&D spenders—and found 

no relationship between R&D spending and sales growth, profit, or shareholder return. For 

example, Apple’s 2004 R&D-to-Sales ratio of 5.9% trails the industry average of 7.6%, and 

its $489 million spend is a fraction of Microsoft’s $8 billion. However, by devoting resources 

to a short list of products with high potential, Apple has consistently introduced successful 

products like the iBook, iPod and iPad—and revenues have skyrocketed. [14]

Group Genius author Keith Sawyer adds that to expect extraordinary results from R&D relies 

on an outmoded concept of creativity. “If a company expects all new ideas to come from a 

separate group called ‘research and development,’ they’re still using the old linear model of 

creativity.” [15] In that model, an idea gets developed by R&D with science at the front end 

and a commercial product as the end result. Whereas, in the most innovative companies, 

creativity is spread out across the organization and the cross-fertilization (even the collision) 

of ideas leads to innovation.

Sawyer proposes that the best measure of a company’s innovation potential is how success-

fully it has created a collaborative culture. He points out that major players like IBM are 

now beginning to map and measure their internal and external networks in order to determine 

just that. At IBM’s Watson Research Center, researchers are using a tool called Social Network 

on average, 

software 

and internet 

companies spend 

11.4% of sales on 

r&d; some as high 

as 40%;hardware 

companies spend 

7.1%; in 2010 apple 

spent 2.9% [13].
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one “radical

collocation” study

showed that time to

market dropped to

almost 1/3 as compared

to the company baseline,

and even lower as

compared to the

software development

industry as a whole. [17]
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Analysis to measure patterns of collaboration and how well or freely information is trans-

ferred across social or task networks. 

Who talks to whom, and how and when and how often? Who do people go to for information? 

In other words, how easily can people bounce ideas off each other? One factor—but only 

one—that affects how easily and whether or not people collaborate is physical proximity 

and the absence of physical barriers to spontaneous communication. But as the example 

of SEI Investments indicates, everyone—and in particular, management—must embrace 

collaboration and be willing to relinquish old boundaries and hierarchies. 

“IN OuR NEw FLATTER, FASTER, BOuNdARy-FREE wORLd, wE NEEd ThE INTENSITy, INNOvATION, 

ANd PASSION OF hOT gROuPS….”

- FROM hot groups By hAROLd j. LEAvITT ANd jEAN LIPMAN-BLuMEN [16] 

ELIMINATINg ThE BARRIERS TO ChANgE 

In the case of SEI Investments, a reinvention of the work setting stimulated collaboration—

and company performance. Today at SEI, no one has a private office and there are virtually 

no barriers to communication. Work is distributed among fluid, self-managed teams who 

often meet spontaneously in sitting areas placed throughout the office. Everyone can easily 

talk to anyone. 

It wasn’t always like that. In the late 1980s, CEO and SEI founder Al West became frustrated 

with the “silo” mentality of SEI’s technology, asset management and pension-consulting 

divisions. For reasons he could not explain, people in the three divisions did not communicate 

or cross-sell services, prompting West to radically reinvent his company. 

With rare insight, West realized that the existing office space could not support the open, 

collaborative culture he sought. Walls literally had to be torn down so that people could 

communicate across divisions and up and down the hierarchy, sharing and building on 

information to reach more creative solutions.

Although executives at SEI were at first opposed to the open office, in a short time those 

same executives became active proponents. The unconventional workplace—which “made 

SEI’s culture clear and evident”—strengthened the organization and its performance. [18]

IT’S ALL ABOuT ThE CONvERSATION

Certainly IDEO’s office space should tell us something about creativity at work. After all, 

IDEO is known as one of the most innovative design companies in the world. Several years 

ago, IDEO hired Peter Coughlan, a linguist and behavioral scientist, to help redesign its 

“set” to maximize “surface area” and each project’s visibility—and thus increase opportunities 

for “random input.” Translucent meeting-room walls allow passersby to see who’s inside 

and “pop in” or “pull someone out for a quick chat.” Open work areas allow colleagues to 

“visually eavesdrop on projects and “plug in” to conversations. At IDEO, says Coughlan, “it’s 

not uncommon for workers who find themselves struggling with a project simply to shout 

out a plea for help—and to draw a crowd of interested coworkers.”[19]

So, is IDEO creative? Does that open workspace result in useful innovations? In 2010, 

IDEO won 12 IDEA awards by IDSA and Fast Company, with designs ranging from 

banking services to low-income housing communities to communications design work. It 

would seem that the answer is “Yes.” 

ChATTINg IN ThE hALL  

Why would SEI or IDEO want to encourage spontaneous conversations? Aren’t formal 

meetings sufficient to transmit information? In truth, productive collaboration doesn’t  

always occur on schedule. Information that serves as a creative catalyst isn’t always found 

where we expect it to be. And big ideas can germinate during a chance “collision” in the 

hallway, as well as during a brainstorming session.   

after moving to 

an office without 

walls, one of sei’s 

divisions achieved 

a 90% close rate—

double the close 

rate prior to 

redesign. 



CREATIvITy IN ITS 
PuREST FORM IS 
ABOuT ShARINg.

–
 P

A
u

L
 B

E
N

N
E

T
, 

C
h

IE
F

 C
R

E
A

T
Iv

E
 O

F
F

IC
E

R
, 

Id
E

O
 [

2
0

]



31

it is estimated 

that 70% of what 

people know 

about their job is 

gained through 

face-to-face 

interaction with 

colleagues.

Collaboration, according to Nelson, means the “amplification” of ideas that occurs by 

connecting “interested individuals” who bring a separate breadth and depth of knowledge that 

ultimately gels into a creative solution. The Pixar culture encourages people “to communicate 

on multiple different levels: verbally, in writing, feeling, acting, pictures.” [22]

The Pixar University crest is inscribed with the Latin words Alienus Non Diutius, Alone 

No Longer.

Such anecdotal evidence indicates that economic value is more and more derived from 

“collective intelligence”—sharing and building on information and ideas in a group process. 

According to the Gensler 2008 Workplace Survey, “top performing companies spend 23% 

more time collaborating. . .and consider collaboration more than twice as critical to job 

success.” Clearly, effective collaboration is a productive way to get the best out of people—and 

for the new generation in the workforce, collaboration is just doing what comes naturally. [23] 

In their book Distributed Work, authors Hinds and Kiesler noted the importance of 

exchanges that occur “in chance encounters in the hallways, over work cubicle walls and 

in the cafeteria. The postmortem analysis of one canceled international project zeroed in 

on the lack of casual connections: ‘There was no day-to-day coffee machine conversation, 

which was needed to make it succeed.’ Remote group members felt cut off from the key 

conversations over lunch or in the hall, that often followed videoconferences.” [21] 

As a condition for productive collaboration, much research indicates that face-to-face 

meetings are key. The technology-driven transition to a “virtual” workforce and globally 

distributed teams creates real challenges, simply by reducing the possibility of visual 

observation and casual conversation. But while every company has to manage somewhat 

the impact of workers at a distance, our focus here is on the physical workplace, the office, 

which in some form or other is likely to be around for a long time yet. 

LEARNINg FROM EACh OThER

Described as a “tight knit company of long term collaborators,” Pixar stands out in the film 

industry with 20 Academy Awards and billions earned at the box office. Given the company’s 

renowned record of creative innovation, it would be easy to imagine the Pixar office as a hive 

of technical wizards immersed in the images dancing across their screens. But Randy Nelson, 

Dean of Pixar University, emphasizes a company culture of collaboration where people 

contribute across the entire studio and not just to “their pet projects.”
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“…trust between 

people which 

enabled them to 

share ideas freely 

was the single most 

significant factor 

in differentiating 

successful

innovators.”[24]
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born between 

1980 and 1995,  

gen y represents 

80 million men 

and women 

who are about 

to flood the 

workplace  
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whO IS LEAdINg ThE ChARgE?

“ThE BEST wAy TO CONTACT ME IS TO wAIT FOR ME IN STARBuCkS. 

I’LL BE ThERE EvENTuALLy.” 

- w1 OFFICE wEB SITE 

EvERyONE PLAyS, EvERyONE wINS

ThE MILLENNIAL gENERATION

With the advent of the 21st century, a new generation of workers—80-million strong and 

the first true “technology natives”—began to enter the workforce. Optimistic, idealistic and 

self-confident, the Millennial generation or Gen Y will soon comprise half or more than half 

of the people who are doing the work we rely on to sustain our economy. Meeting the needs 

and expectations of these young workers will be essential to any company’s performance.

As Warren Bennis points out, “Great groups are usually young.” They have physical stamina 

and a youthful spirit, ethos and culture. Most important according to Bennis, “they don’t know 

what’s supposed to be impossible, which gives them the ability to do the impossible.” [25]

“wE PREFER TO BE CALLEd MILLENNIALS”

- E-MAILS By ThE ThOuSANdS TO ThE LATE PETER jENNINgS FOLLOwINg AN ABC BROAdCAST.

MILLENNIALS ARE ThE gREAT COLLABORATORS.

“IF yOuR EIghTEEN-yEAR-OLd IS AwAkE, hE OR ShE IS ONLINE.”

While modern workstyles are clearly characterized by communication and interaction, for 

the generation known as Baby Boomers, collaboration at work may conflict with a strong 

drive to compete, achieve and be rewarded as an individual. For those who came of age in the 

Sixties and Seventies, working was often a solitary pursuit. Output—a paper, presentation, 
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report, plan—was only shared when it was done. And creativity was perceived as the brilliance 

of a Lone Ranger like Don Draper of “Mad Men” or an individual entrepreneur working alone 

in a garage. However, it’s now clear than even a genius like Steve Jobs relied greatly on the 

support of an intensely collaborative group at Apple.

COLLABORATION jOkE: hOw MANy APPLE STAFFERS dOES IT TAkE TO SCREw IN A LIghT 

BuLB? SIX. ONE TO TuRN ThE BuLB. FIvE TO dESIgN ThE T-ShIRT. 

Millennials on the other hand appear to be natural collaborators who are challenging tradi-

tional management practices and ideas about how work gets done—and if business wants to 

tap the latent power of this generation, organizations will have to change. So will the workplace. 

SOCIAL EXChANgE BREEdS SuCCESS.

Most comfortable working in groups, Millennials tend to see coworkers as colleagues rather 

than rivals, perhaps recognizing that a complex world requires collective creativity. No one 

person is gifted enough to tackle the problems of this century or as Jobs famously said, 

“put a dent in the universe.” Rather than thinking of the office as a place for individual 

tasks, Millennials see the office as a social setting from which one seeks out private spaces 

when there is a need for quiet or confidentiality. Socializing, in fact, seems to be something 

Millennials value highly. According to an article in Time, “Friendship is such a strong 

motivator …that Gen Y workers will choose a job just to be with their friends.”[26] 

In the ideal Millennial workplace teams form organically, leaders arise by merit and people 

are in nearly constant communication. Fun is expected. In the real world, if a job does not 

meet expectations, Millennials are quick to jump ship and find a job that satisfies their 

desire for an engaging and meaningful worklife. 

FROM ThE CLASSROOM TO ThE wORkSTATION

How can we learn more about the attitudes, behaviors and work habits of those just entering 

the workforce? We can take a look at what’s going on in our colleges and universities. 

Adam Woltag, an Associate Partner with WRNS Studio in San Francisco, describes the 

library at Santa Clara University. “It’s a very flexible space that lets students choose and even 

create their environment. The library has a number of small seminar rooms furnished with 

tables for six to eight people and lounge chairs that can be easily moved around. The seminar 

rooms have large flat panel screens on the wall, plus floor to ceiling white boards. Students 

bring their laptops and put their screens up on the big plasma screen. In the rooms where 

engineering students work, the white boards are covered with formulas that students work 

on together. Everything is designed for collaboration and flexibility.” 

According to Woltag, the school has found that the more static the environment, the less 

it will be used. He also notes that, “Students study with their iPhone, laptops and now, 

the iPad. It’s plug in, plug out. Much of the library material can be accessed electronically 

and even the content of the lectures is available online, so that attendance isn’t mandatory. 

Students say ‘we learn more from our peers than our instructors. We can talk about things 

in depth and that really drives home the issue or the content.’” 

As an architect at WRNS, a firm that has designed numerous educational settings, Woltag’s 

observations at Santa Clara University are representative of how many academic buildings 

and spaces are being transformed. In addition to multi-purpose seminar rooms and multi-

media equipment, libraries are being built with blended social/academic spaces and other 

amenities. The Johnson Center at George Mason University combines a ballroom, food 

court, movie theater, office and convenience store building within its walls. “And oh, yes, 

the Johnson Center includes a library as well.”[28]

for the first time 

in american history, 

four generations are 

working together 

side by side.

94% of millenials use a 

cell phone, 

87% belong to an online 

community or social 

network 

75% use im

75% have a facebook 

account

60% own an ipod or 

other music device

45% read a blog

28% author a blog [27]
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those aged 18 to 30 

spend most of their 

waking hours using a 

phone, computer, tv, 

mp3 player or other 

electronic device—

and many clock 

double time by surfing 

the internet while 

listening to music

of the 28% of 

millennials ages 

13 to 25 who are 

employed full time, 

79% said they want 

to work for a 

company that cares 

about how it affects 

or contributes 

to society; 56% 

said they would 

refuse to work for 

an irresponsible 

corporation. 

Andrae Hershatter, a senior lecturer in organization and management at Emory University, 

“. . .unbelievably gifted at building, maintaining, and tapping into networks. I think that is a 

very interesting resource that more companies will figure out how to use.” [31] 

In addition to seeking connection with peers, Millennial students regularly seek out faculty 

for feedback and reassurance, and often meet with teachers in campus cafes or other infor-

mal settings. Additionally, these students seek out tutoring and counseling (both academic 

and personal) and “sheltering parents encourage students to take advantage of all available 

services.” Such willingness to accept guidance augurs that Millennial workers will likely 

seek interaction with superiors, initiating casual conversation in a hallway as well as talking 

across a desk in the private office. 

One can reliably project that students who have sought and received such support for per-

sonal and academic success will expect something similar from their workplace. Already, 

many companies have added meditation rooms or wellness facilities to the more usual roster 

of amenities such as a café or lounge. These amenities address what some have pejoratively 

called Gen Y’s sense of entitlement, but it is certainly true that Millennials expect a positive 

work experience that fulfills a broader range of needs. 

COLLABORATION STARTS IN ThE CLASSROOM.

Along with the change in study habits, the university curriculum is changing to reflect 

a world where boundaries of every sort are dissolving. Although schools have offered 

inter-disciplinary degrees in the past (the American Studies program at Yale or Stanford 

University’s Science, Technology and Society program are examples) such programs are 

becoming more common and more sought after by students. In some cases, schools are 

implementing programs or courses that integrate disciplines that have traditionally had little 

connection either in theory or in practice—such as the inter-scholastic program that brings 

together students at the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) and Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT). 

A paper published in the CEFPI Educational Facility Planner and authored by Sarah Ball 

describes a classroom designed for presentation and discussion: The classroom setting supports 

a one-to-many presentation style, which may involve either the teacher or a student as 

presenter. Student movement in the classroom is facilitated to enable exchange and interac-

tion between groups, as well as the reconstitution of groups during a class. The design of 

“desks” and the integrated IT allows students to “share” and “distribute” work in progress 

or completed material with other groups within the class. The classroom supports informal, 

group-learning activity and blurs the line between study and social interaction. The purpose 

of this classroom and other spaces for group study is to help students gain collaborative and 

problem-solving skills that will make them “work ready.” [29]

wE wERE BORN CONNECTEd. 

“Make Way for the Millennials!” by Persis Rickes, Ph.D., describes how Millennials are 

changing university environments in ways they may subsequently transform the workplace. 

“Millennials are wanted and nurtured children with, it has been noted by employers, a strong 

sense of entitlement. They are also the first true “natives” of the Information Age.” [30] 

For this demographic, according to Persis, personal computers have always been there, as 

ubiquitous as TVs and toasters. In contrast, Boomers are branded “digital immigrants” who 

lack Millennials’ familiarity and ease with technology.

At nearly 100-million strong, Millennials are the largest generational cohort in U.S. history, 

highly peer-oriented and the most racially and ethnically diverse group, with one in five 

Millennials the child of an immigrant parent. These young people have a different set of life 

experiences and different expectations about school and work. 

Almost every source notes that Millennials are continuously connected via e-mail, Instant 

Messaging, texting, Facebook and Twitter. And, relevant to our discussion, they prefer to 

study, travel, socialize and work in groups. They don’t cram for finals alone among the 

library stacks. And they won’t hide out in a cubicle at work. Millennials are, according to  

| 
w

h
O

 I
S

 L
E

A
d

IN
g

 T
h

E
 C

h
A

R
g

E
?



41

60% of millennials 

do not expect to 

stay with their 

current employer 

until retirement. 

62% of generation 

x and 84% of baby 

boomers do. [32] 

Conceived originally through collaboration with the Corporate Design Foundation (CDF), 

this inter-disciplinary product development course includes industrial design students at 

the Rhode Island School of Design, MIT engineering graduate students and MIT Sloan 

School of Management MBA students. The cornerstone of the course is a project in which 

teams of management, engineering and industrial design students conceive, design and 

prototype a product—many of which have been promising enough to engage the interest of 

venture capital groups for further development.

Such a co-creative experience gives students skills for a lifetime of working with other 

people. And perhaps given the sheer number of tech-savvy, group-oriented Millennial 

students, offices may begin to look and feel more like those multi-purpose libraries and 

technology-rich student centers. And as routine tasks give way to creative knowledge work 

and group projects, corporations may experience an exciting cross-fertilization of ideas that 

spark truly original solutions. 

The following chart is taken from the New Directions: New and Enhanced Learning 

Environments essay by Mark A. Valenti and John S. Cook published by SCUP as part of 

A Guide to Planning for Change.

MILLENNIAL STudENTS

. Always connected  . Consumer orientation to education

. Active learners  . Social Learners

. Fearless w/ technology  . Visual Learners

. Everything online  . Expect immediate access to media

. Want to collaborate  . Expect full access to information

. Global thinkers  . Use technology to express creativity

. “Look at me” desires   . Prefer practical applications

. Want to LEARN, not be taught  . Want authentic experiences 

. Everything online, pervasive New media

Millennial employees are here and they are the future. It is our job as corporate leaders, 

facilities managers and designers to support their far more collaborative and multi-tasking 

workstyles to get a better work product.

MILLENNIAL wORkERS: TOP ASPECTS OF A jOB OuTSIdE OF PAy

. Challenging, stimulating work

. Growth and learning opportunities

. Attractive, healthy work environment

. Work-life balance 

. Appreciation (non-monetary) recognition

. Making a difference /contribution

. Good leadership/boss

. Treated with dignity and respect

. Autonomy /opportunity to create

by 2012, 

millennials will 

comprise 37% of 

the workforce. 

they will 

dominate the 

workplace for 

the next 40-60 

years.
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a recent gallup 

study found that 

59% of “engaged” 

employees believe 

that their job 

brings out their 

creative ideas; 

these workers 

also react more 

positively to 

creative ideas

offered by fellow 

workers; only 

3% of disengaged 

employees felt 

creative at work.

gROwINg A CuLTuRE OF COLLABORATION ANd INNOvATION

“ThEy’RE NOT EMPLOyEES, ThEy’RE PEOPLE”

- PETER F. dRuCkER, LEgENdARy MANAgEMENT guRu

“I ThINk OF PARC ITSELF AS BEINg A kNOwLEdgE ECOLOgy, whERE ThE CROSS-POLLINATION 

ANd CREATIvE ABRASION OF dIvERSE POINTS OF vIEw. . .CREATES ThE vIBRANCy OF 

ThE PLACE. ANd IN ThAT SENSE, A ROLE FOR SOMEBOdy LIkE ME . . . IS NOT A ROLE OF 

MANAgEMENT, BuT RAThER A ROLE OF huSBANdRy.”

- jOhN SEELy BROwN, FORMER ChIEF SCIENTIST AT XEROX PARC [33]

In the simplest terms, corporate culture is “the way we do things here.” It’s the collective 

and consistent behavior of people who subscribe to a common vision, values and goals, as 

well as the specific language, systems and structures of the organization. But in discussing 

how culture, technology and workspace converge, we will do well to remember that corpo-

rate culture is really people. Workers are not biological databases or thinking machines. We 

are creatures of emotion and intent who seek meaning, connection and self-worth through 

work, as well as knowledge and achievement. 

What does “human nature” have to do with collaboration and innovation? According to 

researchers in the field of group dynamics, just about everything. Without socially satisfying 

interactions, the motivation to perform falls off; collaboration and the creative process are 

greatly impeded. And for social Millennials coddled by parents and teachers, a humanistic 

corporate culture may be essential to performance and company loyalty. Millennials want 

an open and “safe” environment in which to express themselves freely.  

The importance of corporate culture is not limited to handling Millennials. Ed Catmull, 

President of Pixar, reinforces the importance of culture in sustaining a creative enterprise. 

“Everyone must have the freedom to communicate with anyone. This means recognizing 
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“friendship is a 

shortcut to play…and 

allows us to take 

the creative risks 

we need to take as a 

designer.”

- tim brown, ceo ideo 

on “serious play”

the average adult 

thinks of 3 to 6 

alternatives for  

any given situation;

the average child 

can think of sixty.

INvITE vISITORS FROM ALIEN CuLTuRES. 

Xerox PARC recruits anthropologists to work with computer-science teams. At the Harvard 

Business School, we bring in pure scientists to complement our engineers, economists, and 

operations researchers.

 

vISIT ALIEN CuLTuRES. 

. . . Don’t just benchmark companies like yours. [36]

“ThE CuLTuRE OF ThE COLLABORATIvE ORgANIzATION IS BASEd ON FLEXIBILITy, CONNECTION, 

ANd CONvERSATION; IMPROvISEd INNOvATION IS STANdARd BuSINESS PRACTICE.”

- kEITh SAwyER, group genius

wORk IS ChILd’S PLAy.

P&G’s Clay Street Project takes ten employees from different functional areas out of their 

day-to-day jobs for three months and challenges them to solve a single problem. Hierarchies 

and titles carry no weight. The team works and plays together using whiteboards, chalk-

boards, crayons, toys and other creative tools. Cellphones are left behind. Space is made for 

meditation and games.

While the Clay Street format is “playful,” the team is expected to arrive at an idea that 

has been “vetted by consumers, a first take on a financial plan, a marketing strategy and a 

presentation that can be delivered to senior management.” P&G staff and clients have been 

so happy with the results that Claudia Kotchka, who spearheaded the Clay Street idea says, 

“We’d like to embed this way of working more broadly across the company.” [37]

The freewheeling culture of the Clay Street Project may not work for everyone, but it suggests 

certain attributes that companies are finding do encourage a culture of innovation. Foremost 

among them may be the “freedom to communicate with anyone” that Pixar President Ed 

Catmull has proposed. Interaction must be easy, open and frequent. 

that the decision-making hierarchy and communication structure in organizations are two 

different things. Members of any department should be able to approach anyone in another 

department to solve problems without having to go through ‘proper’ channels.” [34] 

Catmull adds, “The most efficient way to deal with numerous problems is to trust people 

to work out the difficulties directly with each other without having to check for permis-

sion. It must be safe for everyone to offer ideas.” Catmull’s leadership style helps to create 

an esprit de corps among the disparate groups at Pixar and feeds the creative collaboration of 

the “community of artists” that has made Pixar a creative powerhouse in the film industry. 

Randy Nelson, Dean of Pixar University, expands upon the subject of trust. “If you don’t 

create an atmosphere in which risk can be easily taken, in which weird ideas can be floated, 

then it’s likely you’re going to be producing work that will look derivative in the market-

place,” says Nelson in The New York Times. “Those kind of irrational what-ifs eventually 

lead to something that makes you go, ‘Wow, I never would have thought about that.’” [35]

CONNECT ThE uNCONNECTEd.

Writing in Fast Company, Dorothy Leonard, Professor of Business Administration at Harvard 

Business School, offers four key ways to create a corporate culture that enhances creativity 

by “connecting the unconnected…”

hIRE OPPOSITES. 

Gerald Hirshberg, president of Nissan Design International, hires people in pairs—and 

makes sure the people he hires bring different perspectives to the job. First he'll hire a 

Bauhaus designer, someone rational and structured in her thinking. Then he'll hire an artist 

obsessed with pure form, color, and rhythm. This pair won't agree on anything—which can 

spark wonderful creative abrasions.

 
CREATE dIvERSE TEAMS

. . .not diversity by just race and gender; you also should create intellectual diversity. Mixing 

cognitive perspectives—different ways of seeing the world—yields new creative insights.
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PROCESS OF 
TuRNINg kNOwL-
EdgE INTO vALuE 
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wORkINg OR LOAFINg?

Beyond promoting interaction, the corporate leadership must recognize that work doesn’t 

take place only at one’s desk or in a meeting. While technology provides us with greater 

mobility and more control over when and where we work, coffee with a coworker is still 

often seen as slack time, a work day at home still meets with comments like, “so, what was 

on ESPN?” Using one’s laptop while seated in a comfortable lounge chair may be met with 

disapproval by one’s peers or superiors. This kind of inflexibility inhibits interaction and 

ultimately, performance.

ThE NON-COLLABORATIvE OFFICE: EvERyONE IN ThEIR PLACE

“yOu MAy hAvE ThE gREATEST BuNCh OF INdIvIduAL STARS IN ThE wORLd, BuT IF ThEy 

dON’T PLAy TOgEThER, ThE CLuB wON’T BE wORTh A dIME.” 

- BABE RuTh

It’s fairly easy to tell when you’re working in a non-collaborative culture that dictates traditional 

practices and emphasizes order, hierarchy and supervision. A quick checklist:

. A prevailing attitude of “we’ve always done it this way”

. Strong resistance to risk or change

. People spend most of their time at their desk

. Tasks are highly specified and synchronized 

. Conversation without a specific agenda is considered “down time”

. The cafeteria is just a place to eat lunch or get coffee

. All meetings take place in bookable meeting rooms

. People e-mail rather than walking across the floor to talk

. When you talk to the boss, it’s always in his or her private office 

11 million formal 

business meetings 

occur in the u.s. 

every day; studies 

estimate that 

50% of this time is 

wasted time. ThE COLLABORATIvE CuLTuRE: 

ShARINg IdEAS ANd RESOuRCES TO ENhANCE COLLECTIvE PERFORMANCE

FLEXIBILITy.

The culture provides sufficient structure to prevent chaos, but builds in enough flexibility 

to respond to new ideas and practices. 

COLLABORATIvE LEAdERShIP. 

Leaders provide encouragement and perspective. Participatory managers act as catalysts, 

facilitators and “ambassadors” rather than as figures of authority.

FREEdOM TO FAIL. 

The organization allows for change; leadership is willing to take risks following IDEO’s 

model of “fail faster to succeed sooner.” 

TRuST ANd EMPAThy. 

The prevailing attitude of openness encourages people of “good intent” to voluntarily 

share knowledge and ideas. Everyone’s contribution is important. 

dIvERSITy. 

A diverse culture includes not only diverse genders, ages and races, but also people who see 

the world through a different lens.

SOCIAL NETwORkS.

The culture encourages and facilitates informal personal contact to build affinity and trust.

TIME. 

The constant demand to meet tight deadlines and work long hours kills creativity. It takes 

time to encounter a spark of insight and time for those sparks to ignite new ideas.

wORkSPACE. 

Collaboration requires an open, flexible workspace that provides a variety of places 

throughout the facility for people to meet both formally and informally. 
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IS TEChNOLOgy 
ThE uLTIMATE 
ENABLER?
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the number of 

worldwide email 

users is projected

to reach 1.9 billion 

by 2013. [38]
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IS TEChNOLOgy ThE uLTIMATE ENABLER?

“ALL TEChNOLOgy ShOuLd BE PRESuMEd guILTy uNTIL PROvEN INNOCENT.”

- dAvId BROwER, FOuNdER SIERRA CLuB

And what about technology? We’ve become accustomed to saying that the modern workplace 

is driven by technology. And when used appropriately, technology is a very helpful tool for 

bringing people together, particularly in large or dispersed organizations. Technology alone, 

however, without the right culture and values, won’t make an organization truly collaborative. 

Creativity is clearly reliant on the dialog, renewal and trust of sustained human relationships. 

“COMPuTERS. . .CAN ONLy gIvE yOu ANSwERS.”

- PABLO PICASSO

The Internet, the smartphone and video conferencing are a diverse set of tools that rather 

magically unite us with colleagues across town or on the other side of the globe. They have a 

significant impact on collaboration, providing a new realm of “collaborative space” that can 

be extended almost infinitely. They are limited, however, in providing “social presence” and 

differ in their degree of “media richness” (image, sound and interactive capability). 

Certainly technology makes it easier to communicate quickly, but does the quality match 

the ease and speed? Does technology help us communicate what we really need to know? 

How did you learn to drive, ride a bike or use your cellphone? Did you read a manual or 

did someone show you? How many more misunderstandings occur through e-mail messages 

than face-to-face conversations?

Much of what people need to know to do their job is tacit knowledge, which cannot be 

easily transferred by purely verbal or pictorial means. It requires doing and showing, personal 

contact and usually, an element of trust. Consider how much easier it is to show someone how 

the printer works than to describe it in an e-mail. 
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Interpersonal contact at work also has emotional benefits that translate into enhanced 

performance. In a 1999 Harvard Business Review article, psychiatrist Edward Hallowell 

points out that the anxiety many of us feel at work has a simple antidote: a personal moment 

between two people in the same place at the same time. This encounter might take only 

five minutes, but the positive effects can last long after the individuals have walked away. 

“People begin to think in new and creative ways; mental activity is stimulated.” [39] 

hOw IMPORTANT IS “FACE TIME?”

In their book Uniting the Virtual Workforce, authors Karen Sobel Lojeski and Richard R. 

Reilly begin by noting that, “In 2002, anecdotal evidence was mounting that people were 

becoming increasingly dissatisfied with their work and employers. This news came at the 

same time that the most sophisticated and easily accessible communication tools, designed 

to increase collaboration all over the world, were being adopted.” [40] The puzzle posed 

by this unexpected trend—in theory the opposite would have been true—led the writers to 

research Virtual Distance and its impact on people’s work lives. 

What is Virtual Distance? According to Lojeski and Reilly, it is a psychological distance 

created between people by an over-reliance on electronic communication. Such psychological 

distance may be attributed to geographical distance or affinity distance as a result of cultural 

differences. It can happen when people are frequently on the road and on the run or when 

a rigid corporate hierarchy inhibits personal contact.  

As Virtual Distance increases, Lojeski and Reilly’s research shows: 

the number of email 

messages per day is 

projected to reach 

507 billion messages

 per day by 2013 [42].

The authors suggest ways to ameliorate the negative effects of Virtual Distance, including 

remedies such as “media rich” technology. However, they also note that teleconferencing or 

video conferencing tend to be “task focused” and do not lend themselves to conversations 

that create the shared sense of attachment or purpose that may occur when people are in the 

same room or go to lunch together. These tools can, however, be made more useful: “allow 

time for social exchanges; make sure that all team members can participate and that every-

one has an appreciation for everyone else’s context.” [41] 

PEOPLE ARE ThE REASON wE gO TO wORk.

“TEChNOLOgy, AS POwERFuL AS IT IS, IS ONLy A TOOL—INTELLIgENT OR NOT. PEOPLE ARE 

ThE REASON wE gO TO wORk, SOCIALIzE ANd ARE MOTIvATEd TO AChIEvE.” 

- FROM uniting the virtual WorkForCe 

Given the choice to work anywhere, most people will choose to work somewhere at least part 

of the time. If their choice is not conditioned by the need to be on-site to access information 

or attend a meeting, other “human factors” come in to play—the simple fact that people need 

contact with others. Contact creates bonds. It helps to clarify group goals and one’s unique 

part in an endeavor. Thus, the social importance of the workplace is likely to remain in place 

even as digital tools allow us to be “present” anywhere at any time. 

Even those Millennial 20-somethings, who constantly text and e-mail from their iPhones 

and BlackBerries, also see themselves as social beings who do almost everything in groups. 

As a generation that also wants a meaningful work life and a chance to contribute to the 

“larger good,” it makes sense that these young people will value building shared identities 

and goals in the places where they go to work. In fact, a number of sources note that 

Millennials are quick to “jump ship” when social needs are not met.

it’s projected 

that the 

percentage of 

virtual workers 

in the united 

states will rise to 

over 15% in urban 

areas in just a 

few years. [44]

. 50% decline in project success (on-time,  

 on-budget delivery)

. 90% drop in innovation effectiveness

. 80% plummet in work satisfaction

. 83% fall off in trust 

. 65% decrease in role and goal clarity

. 50% decline in leader effectiveness
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The editors of The Distributed Workplace agree that while communication technologies are 

likely to become more pervasive, social contacts—and the physical work environment—will 

remain important. The book suggests that, “new and emerging technologies will increase 

the range of possibilities allowing people and organizations, over time, to make different 

choices about how they use hybrid environments [those that combine virtual and physical 

space] to satisfy professional and social needs. In the near term, the increased social role 

of the workplace is likely to continue to blur the division between work and leisure.”[46]

For group cohesion and the free flow of knowledge, there’s just no good substitute for face-

to-face meetings or an office environment. Those meetings, however, don’t have to take 

place in a conference room. 

“…knowledge 

economy success 

will be increasingly 

social and 

relational, with 

work accomplished 

through informal 

networks more than 

organizational 

hierarchies.”

- gensler 2008 us 

workplace study [45]
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a 2002 study 

at cornell 

university 

showed that 

only 10% of 

offices were 

barrier-free.

MAkINg SPACE FOR COLLABORATION 

“…ThE MOST vITAL FuNCTION OF AN OFFICE BuILdINg IS TO FACILITATE ANd ACCOMMOdATE 

ChANgE.”

- FRANCIS duFFy, the neW oFFiCe

“BuSINESS TOdAy SuCCEEdS BECAuSE OF COLLABORATION—ShARINg IdEAS, [ANd] EXPERTISE 

AMONg MARkETINg, ENgINEERINg, R&d ANd dESIgN AMONg OThER dISCIPLINES. ANd SuC-

CESSFuL COLLABORATION REquIRES A wORkPLACE ThAT ALLOwS PEOPLE TO INTERACT FRE-

quENTLy, FLuIdLy ANd SPONTANEOuSLy.”

- PETER LAwRENCE, ChAIRMAN CORPORATE dESIgN FOuNdATION, Design matters 

It appears that our best chance for addressing the complex problems of a global economy is 

to bring people together from a variety of backgrounds and disciplines to foster the dynamic 

evolution of knowledge. Likewise, our review of current research suggests that the spaces in 

which we work—the context of what is essentially a knowledge ecology—must be designed to 

facilitate the free flow of ideas and information that leads to successful innovation.

In fact, the new business environment, the relationship between success and the design and 

use of office space is critical. Architecture, space planning and interior design are powerful 

instruments of change management and can aid in creating an environment designed to 

release the potential of the new generation of workers. More than a mere utility, the well-

designed office can shape and enhance work itself, making the most of people and technology 

and effecting a culture of collaboration and innovation.

One may not think of one’s office space as a branded environment in the same way that an 

Apple store or McDonald’s is designed to stimulate immediate recognition. However, the office 

is the physical manifestation of a company’s image, identity and corporate culture. Thus, if an 

organization wants to give more than lip service to collaboration, creativity and innovation, the 

environment must make it easy for people to engage in dialogue, have experiences that build 

trust and rapport, provide equal access to information and so forth. 
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A 2008 Workplace Survey conducted by Gensler offers evidence that the physical work 

environment is a true asset with a quantifiable impact on business success. The survey 

indicates that high performance companies—those with higher profits and a stronger 

market/brand position—also have high-performance work environments. [48]

A similar survey conducted two years earlier by Gensler “found that of more than 2,000 

workers around the U.S., two-thirds believe they are more efficient when they work closely 

with their colleagues. But 30% said that their workplace doesn’t promote spontaneous 

interaction and collaboration—a sentiment that's leading many companies to rethink the 

office environment.”[49]

Current research places particular emphasis on the need for multiple spaces in the work 

environment that serve the different functions of learning, collaborating, socializing and 

focused work. The workstation and the conference room aren’t the only places, or even the 

most important places, where work gets done. We need to rethink planning throughout the 

office, from workstations to meeting rooms to cafeterias. 

In the best office design, space is flexible and adaptable and there are open, undefined areas 

where people can gather around a table or simply sit down together and have a conversation. 

Of course, the workspace needs a certain amount of definition to make it intelligible, but 

at the same time the environment should offer a sense of openness and adaptability, with 

lots of different kinds of spaces—including the “spaces in between”—that allow people to 

improvise within the general structure of their workday. 

In some cases, the in-between space is a quiet enclave where two people can meet or a 

simple worktable placed near a cluster of workstations. In other offices, it’s a coffee bar in 

a high-traffic area of the office or a space designed primarily for relaxation but that is also 

conducive to conversation. The intent of these spaces is the same—to stimulate interaction 

and make something interesting happen. 

How can we set the stage for more productive collaboration, more good meetings? It is 

our conviction that interaction or meetings that occur informally have particular value for 

helping coworkers connect and create. Such meetings can happen when someone drops by 

a workstation or when two people meet at the printer. They have value because they are 

more relaxed, less bound by agenda and thus, allow a freer flow of ideas, perhaps taking an 

unforeseen turn or including unexpected contributors who make fresh observations. New 

ideas and insight are simply more likely to occur. Planning provides for collaboration in all 

areas—within workstations and via zones just outside of workstations and conference rooms.

The goal is not to eliminate privacy or prevent people from focusing intently on a problem. 

It is to allow people to come together as necessary and to encourage them to interact more 

often. Of course, any job requires both focused work and interaction. An architect, for 

example, will spend time working with other architects on the project, as well as with 

interior designers, engineers and marketing staff either in scheduled meetings or on an ad 

hoc basis. But he or she will also spend significant time at the computer.

EvERyONE PLAyS.

That stage for collaboration might look something like the solution that interior design 

firm VOA used to transform the offices of the American Society of Association Executives 

(ASAE). Among the more common complaints was that the warren of cubicles didn’t permit 

social interaction. As far as water-cooler talk went, says Robert Skelton, ASAE’s chief 

administrative officer: “People went up to the roof to smoke a cigarette, and that was pretty 

much it.” [50] So VOA designers planned small pantries in high-traffic corners of the office 

where workers could grab a cup of coffee and perhaps linger at one of the high-standing 

circular tables. 
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since 2001 teknion 

has observed 

the size of a 

workstation 

shrink by 40%"

at google, “nap 

pods” provide 

a place for 

employees to sleep 

in noise-muffling 

chambers. during 

breaks, google 

staff can relax 

in comfortable 

armchairs lulled by 

music and the soft 

light of aquariums.
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Another observation VOA made was that while most of the work at ASAE was done in 

teams of five or fewer, there was only one place to assemble: a large, formal conference room. 

“There was no place for five people to meet,” says Sherelle Faulkner, a commerce representa-

tive with ASAE. So, VOA designed several small conference rooms as well as cozy alcoves 

tucked in the sides of hallways, perfect for informal briefings and updates between team 

members. In other words, VOA created many different kinds of spaces where people could 

interact in a variety of formal and informal ways. [51]

MAkINg ChANgES BIg ANd SMALL 

We are learning that designing for collaboration is a multi-dimensional process. The most 

thoughtful plans may not fully take into account factors like human behavior (which is 

predictable only within limits), cultural barriers and the continuing evolution of technology. 

However, while there is no single solution, by observing the best working spaces, we have 

developed guidelines to facilitate the design of a collaborative working environment. The 

steps towards that goal are big and small, from the macro-level of corporate structure or the 

entire layout of an office to simply adding a bench or a table to a space and thus encouraging 

people to stop and talk to each other. 

 

according to the 

international labor 

organization, the 

average annual hours

worked in the u.s. is 

approximately 1,815; the 

average for canada 

1,778. most of those 

hours are clocked in 

the office.
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1. FINd A BALANCE. 

This will depend upon the size of your organization and its location(s), the type of business 

and the varied tasks and workstyles of the staff. In some cases, people spend only a small 

amount time in their workstation—which would suggest changing the ratio of 80% indi-

vidual workstations / 20% public space to 60% individual / 40% public. 

Appropriate allocation of space also means thinking about what types of public spaces work 

best for your company. Do you need enclosed meeting rooms? Or, do cafes, open lounges 

and semi-enclosed spaces function as meeting rooms? For many firms, the best solution 

will be some combination, with planning that provides for collaborative zones just outside 

of workstations and conference rooms, allowing for ad hoc meetings in a variety of spaces.

2. MAkE IT vISIBLE. 

We cannot emphasize enough the importance of visibility when planning workstations or 

zones that make it easy to encounter others on the way to the printer, the office café or 

a scheduled meeting. Visibility can be enhanced with clear glass wall systems, low panel 

heights and freestanding worktables that provide an uninterrupted worksurface. 

It should be noted that visibility refers not only to people, but also to work. Whiteboards 

that are visible to the group or to passersby can trigger exchanges that spark ideas. Large 

monitors in the private office or a shared workspace also allow people to gather and con-

tribute to work in progress. 

3. SET OFF SPARkS. 

The workplace must provide for small, impromptu meetings. It is essential to create a vari-

ety of visible and accessible locations where people can gather spontaneously, rather than 

solely in a room that needs to be “booked.” Such meeting rooms are often under-utilized 

because of the limited time they are available before another meeting is scheduled. If a 

meeting is interrupted just as the creative sparks are flying, the opportunity for innovation 

may be lost. 

 

ThINgS wE hAvE LEARNEd
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4. PLAN COLLISIONS. 

One strategy is to mix environments: move a printer into the cafeteria, create a meeting 

space in the library, create pin-up walls in the cafeteria or hallways, or funnel traffic to a 

central circulation zone so that people have chance encounters.

5. MEET quICk. 

Standing-height surfaces encourage spontaneous meetings. At the same time, standing-

height tables, with or without stools, do not imply a lengthy conversation. They are 

collision points with no time commitment. Tables and counters or bars also invite people 

to stop and talk, providing a place to lean or perch, and easing the awkwardness of hovering 

or standing without support. 

Standing-height tables, counters and bars can be effectively used in workstations, meeting 

rooms and corridors outside meeting rooms, as well as lunchrooms and libraries—wherever 

smaller groups of people might want to meet. 

6. EFFICIENT uSE OF SPACE. 

Dedicated spaces are often under utilized because of the limited time that they are available 

before another group is scheduled to use the space. Dedicated meeting rooms should not be 

the sole solution to office needs. At the same time, most companies require at least some small 

meeting rooms, as well as flow-through meeting areas and spaces with casual lounge seating. 

7. PROMOTE ShARINg. 

Shared components promote collaboration. Storage islands, for example, can also act as a 

conference commons. Displays (including large and rotating monitors) and guest seating in 

the workstation encourage useful input from team members or passersby. A small mobile 

table shared among a large team invites members to share data or results, not necessarily 

with the entire group. 

8. FLEXIBILITy IS kEy. 

Collaboration takes many forms: mentoring and learning, sharing, showing and co-creating. 

Collaboration can be a brainstorming session between two people or a conversation among 

a dozen. The workspace should build in several levels of collaboration in order to be able to 

adapt to different activities and groups.

However much people collaborate, provision for heads-down, concentrated work must be 

made. Acoustic and visual privacy are important issues to consider in the open plan office. 

But privacy is not always a matter of four walls and a door. 

Generally speaking, the nature of work shifts throughout the day from quiet, solitary tasks 

to group discussions or one-on-one conversations. Thus, different levels of privacy can be 

provided across workstations, casual seating areas and quiet rooms or enclaves for uninter-

rupted thinking, planning and writing. A library, lunchroom or an empty conference room 

also offer different places to be, a choice of locations appropriate to the task. 

9. CREATE A Buzz. 

Arrange space to maximize traffic flow and places where “creative collisions” can take 

place. The office landscape is comparable to urban environments that lack public gathering 

places suitable for mixed use and thus, are not conducive to walking and socializing. On 

the other hand, in cities with public squares surrounded by a variety of businesses, as well 

as living quarters, people gather frequently to shop, eat, socialize and attend events. Many 

urban planners are now creating such pedestrian-friendly places to revitalize deteriorating 

neighborhoods; a similar approach to office planning can also engage employees and 

enhance interaction. | 
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10. INvITE ThEM. 

Our research highlights that is it important to find ways to make a space more inviting: this 

can be achieved with transparency, low-height space division, sliding doors, accent light-

ing, spaces anchored with fixed furniture in combination with mobile furniture, sculptural 

shapes and “binding” elements that evoke familiar forms such as a school chalkboard or 

even meeting “pods” in the form of Swiss chalets and igloos such as Google provides in its 

Zurich office. 

11. AddRESS vIRTuAL dISTANCE. 

As society continues its transition into the digital age, companies must also address the 

opportunities and the difficulties inherent in collaboration among a virtual workforce. 

While technology allows for communication across geographies, time and organizations, it 

does not close the distance between social norms and values or make up for the difficulty 

in building affinity or trust among people who do not work and socialize together on a 

day-to-day basis. 

Even the most advanced technology does not yet solve the problem of sharing tacit 

information or updating team members in a timely manner. Once again, however, culture 

is important and an open, adaptive organization is more likely to succeed than one that is 

adverse to change. 

Our focus here, however, is on the workplace and the collaboration and creativity that does 

or does not take place therein. At least until the next iteration of technology is implemented, 

the office is still “where the action is.” Intelligent, critical design thinking can help us map 

and manage an office that fosters the innovation our global economy and our world so vitally 

need today. 

12. FINALLy, kNOw ThySELF. 

There is no single answer to creating a collaborative culture or workplace. Every company is 

unique with its own culture, technology, workstyle and space. In general, we emphasize that 

changes big and small need to be made to encourage co-creativity. A “big” change might be 

eliminating all walls, as is often the case; a “smaller” change might be lowering the height 

of cubicle walls or adding mobile tables and guest seating in open work areas. 

As Diane Stegmeier points out in her white paper, Workplace Futures, the success of work-

place strategies is reliant upon a congruence of the physical environment and the company’s 

core values, culture and image. Space planning is only one element—albeit an important 

element—in a complex system of physical, psychological and virtual environments that 

influence behavior in the modern workplace. 

Organizational culture is paramount, providing the context for everything else. If leaders 

and managers do not model the behavior they expect, if they do not support the free flow 

of information and cross-boundary collaboration, no open plan will induce people to step 

over the invisible lines of hierarchy and control that impede interaction. At the same time, 

design thinking remains a key tool for creating an informed physical solution that acts as a 

sustainable platform for change.
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PRIvATE OFFICE 1

whERE wE ARE

PRIvATE OFFICE  

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

Even given the advent of the open plan in the 1960s, the private offi ce has remained a 

consistent feature of the workplace and, until recently, its design did not change in any 

signifi cant way. The primary elements of the private offi ce remain: a desk, chair and a 

credenza or other casegoods storage. Depending upon the size of the offi ce, one or two guest 

chairs might be provided and perhaps a small table with additional chairs. 

A top executive is likely to enjoy a large offi ce with a view; managers generally make do 

with somewhat less space, but rarely less than 10 feet x 12 feet. While the private offi ce has 

realized a 10-20 percent reduction in size in recent years, the average size is still 150 square 

feet, ample space for most users. 

While some companies have done away with the private offi ce entirely, most retain some 

form of partitioning either via panels and screens or by modifying and opening up the fully 

enclosed offi ce with transparent architectural walls or sliding doors. Such modifi cations are 

aligned with the shift in emphasis to interaction and collaboration, but also allow people to 

retreat when necessary to escape distraction and focus on work tasks. 

Space planning that incorporates the private offi ce—and fi nding the right balance of open 

and closed—requires taking into careful consideration the culture, structure, goals and 

brand of the organization. 

Today, there is a greater variety of furniture options for the private offi ce, including mobile 

and height-adjustable tables that can double for a variety of work functions, work walls that 

keep tools within reach, and modular sofas or benching that provide reconfi gurable seating 

for meetings within the offi ce. Even smaller offi ces allow for collaboration with a clever mix 

of such components. 

AT PRESENT, ThE dESIgN OF ThE PRIvATE OFFICE MEETS BASIC wORk NEEdS OF 

ThE OCCuPANT, BuT IS LESS SuCCESSFuL IN ACCOMMOdATINg vISITORS ANd 

PROvIdES vIRTuALLy NO SuPPORT FOR A MEETINg OR CONvERSATION AMONg 

MORE ThAN TwO PEOPLE. 

AT A BASIC LEvEL, LATERAL 

FILES ANd OvERhEAd 

CABINETS PROvIdE 

STORAgE FOR FILES 

ANd wORk TOOLS. 

ThE OFFICE INCLudES A 

STATIONARy dESk ANd 

A SECONdARy SuRFACE, 

whICh ARE SuFFICIENT TO 

SuPPORT FOCuSEd wORk. 

A SINgLE guEST ChAIR 

PERMITS A CONvERSATION 

wITh ONE vISITOR. 
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PRIvATE OFFICE 1

whERE wE’RE gOINg

EvEN A SMALL 8- X 8- 

FOOT OFFICE IS hIghLy 

FuNCTIONAL whEN 

FuRNIShEd wITh 

vERSATILE COMPONENTS.

BENCh SEATINg ALLOwS 

MORE PEOPLE TO BE 

SEATEd IN A SMALL 

SPACE. 

RECONFIguRATION OF 

ThE SPACE IS quICk 

ANd EASy. 

A hEIghT-AdjuSTABLE, 

MOBILE TABLE dOuBLES 

FOR A vARIETy OF wORk 

FuNCTIONS

wALL-MOuNTEd CABI-

NETS PROvIdE EFFICIENT 

uSE OF SPACE.

 KEY WORDS

- SMALLER OFFICES 

- FORMAL & INFORMAL 

 MEETINgS

- OPTIONS/ChOICES

- MOBILE & MOduLAR 

 COMPONENTS

- SLIdINg dOORS

- BENCh SEATINg

- COLLABORATION

TOdAy, EXPANdEd FuRNITuRE OPTIONS OFFER A NEw LEvEL OF FLEXIBILITy 

IN ThE PRIvATE OFFICE. EvEN A SMALL OFFICE CAN BE dESIgNEd TO 

ACCOMMOdATE A SMALL gROuP FOR AN INFORMAL MEETINg. ThIS MOdEL 

PROvIdES AMPLE wORkSuRFACE ANd STORAgE, AS wELL AS SEATINg FOR 

TwO vISITINg COLLEAguES.

MOBILE PEdESTAL wITh 

CuShION TOP AddS 

ANOThER SEAT. 

SLIdINg dOORS SAvE 

SPACE ANd ARE MORE 

INvITINg. 
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PRIvATE OFFICE 2

whERE wE ARE

guEST ChAIRS ALLOw FOR 

CONFIdENTIAL CONvERSATIONS 

OR BRIEF MEETINgS, BuT ARE 

NOT CONduCIvE TO gROuP 

ACTIvITy wIThIN ThE OFFICE. 

ThE uBIquITOuS PRESENCE OF ThE PERSONAL COMPuTER ALTEREd ThE 

LANdSCAPE OF ThE PRIvATE OFFICE, AS wELL AS ThE FORM ANd FuNCTION 

OF ThE wORkPLACE AS A whOLE. ONCE EXECuTIvES BEgAN uSINg COMPuTERS, 

ThEy NEEdEd wORkSuRFACES ANd SEATINg ThAT wOuLd NOT ONLy SuPPORT 

wRITINg, REAdINg ANd CONvERSINg, BuT ALSO wORkINg AT ThE kEyBOARd. 

INTENSIvE TEChNOLOgy uSE ALSO hAd AN IMPACT ON STORAgE NEEdS IN ThE 

PRIvATE OFFICE, AS wORkERS gAINEd ACCESS TO dIgITAL FILES ANd RESOuRCES.  

ThREE wORkSuRFACES 

PROvIdE SPACE FOR A 

COMPuTER dISPLAy OR LAPTOP, 

AS wELL AS A PLACE TO kEEP 

OThER wORk STOOLS OR 

PAPERS CLOSE AT hANd. 

A vARIETy OF STORAgE 

COMPONENTS ALLOw ThE 

OCCuPANT OF ThE PRIvATE 

OFFICE TO ORgANIzE ARChIvAL 

MATERIALS, wORk IN PROgRESS 

ANd PERSONAL ITEMS. 
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PRIvATE OFFICE 2

whERE wE’RE gOINg

A wORkwALL wITh 

whITEBOARd ENhANCES 

COLLABORATIvE wORk 

wIThIN ThE PRIvATE OFFICE. 

MAXIMIzINg ThE 

FuNCTIONALITy OF vERTICAL 

SPACE, ThE wORkwALL 

CAN SuPPORT ERgONOMIC 

ACCESSORIES SuCh AS A 

MONITOR ARM. 

BENChINg PROvIdES 

AddITIONAL SEATINg, PLuS 

ACCESSIBLE STORAgE ANd 

A SuRFACE FOR kEy 

PAPERS ANd wORk TOOLS.

 KEY WORDS

- SMALLER OFFICES 

- FORMAL & INFORMAL 

 MEETINgS

- OPTIONS/ChOICES

- MOBILE & MOduLAR 

 COMPONENTS

- SLIdINg dOORS

- BENCh SEATINg

- COLLABORATION

whILE STILL OFFERINg vISuAL ANd ACOuSTIC PRIvACy, ThE FuNCTION OF 

ThE PRIvATE OFFICE hAS EXPANdEd FROM SuPPORTINg ThE NEEdS OF ONE 

INdIvIduAL TO ALSO SuPPORTINg ThE wORk OF SEvERAL. NEw FuRNITuRE 

OPTIONS ANd AdAPTABLE CONFIguRATIONS REFLECT ThE TRENd TOwARdS 

MORE COLLABORATION ANd gREATER ACCESSIBILITy. 

MOBILE TABLES 

SuPPORT A vARIETy 

OF TASkS ANd MOvE 

quICkLy INTO PLACE 

FOR CASuAL MEETINgS. 

CLEvER MIX OF 

COMPONENTS CREATES 

A hIghLy FuNCTIONAL 

ANd FLEXIBLE OFFICE 

IN LIMITEd SPACE 

10 FEET X 10 FEET.

MOBILE PEdESTAL 

wITh CuShION TOP 

AddS AN EXTRA SEAT. 

SLIdINg dOORS PROvIdE 

PRIvACy, wIThOuT 

INhIBITINg A SENSE OF 

ACCESSIBILITy.
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PRIvATE OFFICE 3

whERE wE ARE

FIXEd CASEgOOdS FRAME 

ThE FOCuSEd wORk AREA, 

whILE ThE dESk SuPPORTS 

A FACE-TO-FACE MEETINg 

wITh ONE PERSON. 

IN TOdAy’S wORkPLACE, 

ThE PRESENCE OF ThE 

PRIvATE OFFICE REFLECTS 

ThE NEEd TO wORk 

wIThOuT dISTRACTION 

OR INTERRuPTION, AS 

MuCh AS IT CONFERS STATuS.

ThE CLASSIC OFFICE hAS 

A dESk, OPEN BRIdgE 

ANd CREdENzA FOR A 

COMPLETE wORkSuRFACE 

SuRROuNd.  

MANy PRIvATE OFFICES ARE FuRNIShEd wITh A dESk ANd CASEgOOdS ThAT 

MAy INCLudE MOuNTEd STORAgE, FREESTANdINg CABINETS ANd A CREdENzA 

OR LATERAL FILINg CABINETS. A SMALL TABLE ANd A PAIR OF ChAIRS 

ACCOMMOdATE ONE OR TwO vISITORS, BuT AS A whOLE, ThE CONFIguRATION 

IS BEST SuITEd TO A MORE FORMAL wORk CuLTuRE OR TO AN INdIvIduAL 

whERE ThERE IS A NEEd FOR A hIgh LEvEL OF PRIvACy OR CONFIdENTIALITy. 
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PRIvATE OFFICE 3

whERE wE’RE gOINg

A SMALL hEIghT- 

AdjuSTABLE TABLE 

dOuBLES AS A COFFEE 

TABLE IF A LESS FORMAL 

SETTINg IS dESIREd.

MOBILE, hEIghT-AdjuSTABLE 

TABLES CREATE A MORE 

FLuId ANd AgILE wORk 

SETTINg. 

BENChINg OFFERS 

AddITIONAL SEATINg, 

STORAgE BENEATh 

ThE SEAT ANd A 

hORIzONTAL SuRFACE 

FOR PILES OF PAPERS 

ANd FILES. 

MOduLAR CABINETS ARE 

CONFIguREd TO MEET 

INdIvIduAL NEEdS ANd 

PREFERENCES FOR 

ORgANIzINg MATERIALS, 

RESOuRCES ANd TOOLS. 

A MOBILE wORkTABLE 

CAN BE quICkLy MOvEd 

INTO PLACE FOR A 

MEETINg OF FIvE 

PEOPLE. 

TRANSPARENT wALLS ANd 

SLIdINg dOORS CREATE A 

MORE TRANSPARENT 

ORgANIzATIONAL CuLTuRE. 

MOBILE PEdESTAL 

PROvIdES AN 

AddITIONAL SEAT. 

 KEY WORDS

- FORMAL & INFORMAL 

 MEETINgS

- OPTIONS/ChOICES

- MOBILE & MOduLAR 

 COMPONENTS

- SLIdINg dOORS

- BENCh SEATINg

- COLLABORATION

- LOuNgE IN OFFICE 

TOdAy, ThE EXECuTIvE OFFICE IS NOT A PLACE TO EXCLudE PEOPLE BuT RAThER, 

hAS TRANSITIONEd TO A PLACE TO BRINg PEOPLE TOgEThER. ThE OFFICE MuST 

BE ABLE TO ACCOMMOdATE AN INTIMATE, CONFIdENTIAL CONvERSATION OR A 

dISCuSSION AMONg hALF A dOzEN PEOPLE. SOME EXECuTIvE OFFICES INCLudE 

A LOuNgE AREA FuRNIShEd wITh SOFAS, ARMChAIRS ANd A COFFEE TABLE FOR 

CONFERRINg ON AN INFORMAL BASIS.  
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kITChEN/CAFÉ/LuNCh ROOM  

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

kITChEN/CAFÉ/LuNCh ROOM  

whERE wE ARE

Typically, the offi ce kitchen and lunchroom is an enclosed space that is in use only during the 

mid-day lunch hours or at coffee breaks. Cafeteria-style furniture predominates, creating a 

featureless, uninviting sea of identical tables and chairs. A prep area against one wall houses 

a refrigerator, sink, dishwasher, coffee maker and perhaps other small appliances. 

With a view to making the lunchroom/café a more appealing space—and one that is used 

at all times of the day—designers are now building fewer walls or modifying enclosed 

spaces with glass fronts to create an airy, open space with natural light. A variety of seating 

options, including comfortable booth seating, can also make the lunchroom friendlier and 

more inviting. 

Beyond making good use of offi ce real estate, a thoughtfully designed lunchroom or café 

becomes a key site for employee socializing and collaboration. As an example, bench 

seating along with communal tables encourages interaction among people from different 

departments who might not ordinarily sit together. Such casual interaction increases the 

fl ow of information between and among people and helps to establish a sense of community.  

Other design schemes include creating a bar that is open to the corridor to draw people 

in from the fl ow of traffi c. The provision of sofas, armchairs and library materials can also 

make a utilitarian space a more enjoyable place to be, and encourage use of the lunchroom 

outside the busy lunch hour. Thus, it becomes a place for uninterrupted quiet time or an 

intimate conversation.  

AN EXPANSE OF IdENTICAL 

CAFETERIA TABLES ANd 

SEATINg dOES NOT dRAw 

EMPLOyEES INTO ThE SPACE 

OR PROMOTE SOCIAL 

ACTIvITy AMONg STAFF. 

ThE TyPICAL LuNChROOM 

dOES NOT LEvERAgE ITS 

POTENTIAL TO PROjECT ThE 

COMPANy BRANd—ANd 

COLLECTIvE IdENTITy—

ThROugh ATTRACTIvE 

dESIgN ANd FuRNITuRE.

A BAR ALONg ThE wALL 

PROvIdES AN IN ANd OuT 

SEATINg OPTION, BuT dOES 

NOT ENCOuRAgE ChANCE 

ENCOuNTERS OR uSE OF 

ThE SPACE FOR INFORMAL 

MEETINgS. 
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kITChEN/CAFÉ/LuNCh ROOM  

whERE wE’RE gOINg

MILLwORk STORAgE 

PROvIdES A PLACE FOR 

PEOPLE TO TEMPORARILy 

STORE BOOkS, PAPERS 

OR PERSONAL ITEMS.

COMFORTABLE LOuNgE 

SEATINg ANd LOw TABLES 

ENCOuRAgE uSE OF ThE 

SPACE FOR REFLECTION, 

REAdINg ANd OThER 

dO-NOT-dISTuRB 

ACTIvITIES. 

LARgER TABLES wITh 

ChAIRS OR BENCh SEATINg 

CAN BE uSEd FOR TEAM 

MEETINgS, MENTORINg, 

TRAININg OR COCREATINg.

BOOTh SEATINg PROvIdES 

A dEgREE OF PRIvACy 

ThAT ENCOuRAgES PEOPLE 

TO uSE ThE SPACE FOR 

wORk-RELATEd OR 

PERSONAL CONvERSATIONS.

 kEy wORdS

- COMMuNAL SEATINg 

 & TABLES

- vARIETy/OPTIONS

- EATINg & MEETINg

- “dO NOT dISTuRB” zONE

- “OPEN TO CONNECTION” 

 zONE

TO MAXIMIzE PROduCTIvE uSE OF ThE LuNChROOM AREA, FuRNITuRE CAN BE uSEd 

TO dESIgNATE TwO PRIMARy zONES: ONE NEAR ThE ENTRy ANd BuSy PREP AREA 

whERE PEOPLE ARE OPEN TO CONNECTION ANd A SECONd dO NOT dISTuRB zONE. 

ThE dO NOT dISTuRB zONE IS SuITABLE FOR quIET MENTORINg OR CONvERSATION, 

AS wELL AS SOLITARy REAdINg, wRITINg ANd ThINkINg. 

STANdINg-hEIghT 

TABLES ARE 

APPROPRIATE FOR 

A quICkER vISIT IN ThE 

ACTIvE, OPEN TO 

CONNECTION zONE. 

STANdINg-hEIghT 

MILLwORk COuNTERCAFÉ TABLES ANd ChAIRS
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FILINg AREA

whERE wE ARE

At present, fi ling and storage areas rarely bolster communication. In the traditional offi ce, 

four-drawer-high and fi ve-drawer-high fi les are stacked against walls or ranked down corridors 

with access from either side. While three-drawer-high fi les do much to improve light and 

visibility, high-density fi ling spaces tend to be awkward places to converse at any length.

 

In addition to organizing important papers, fi ling cabinets can be used to defi ne the boundaries 

of a work area or to create a border between two teams. They provide accessible group storage 

at the perimeter of the work area, potentially an effi cient alternative to panel-based space 

division. Three-drawer-height fi les used in this way also provide a shared surface adjacent to 

the workstation where people can rest a laptop or display materials as they share information.   

To enhance the likelihood of easy, informal interactions, three-drawer-high fi les can also be 

grouped in banks adjacent to an open meeting area furnished with standing-height tables or 

comfortable seating. Standing-height tables equipped with a footrest and/or barstools to 

facilitate perching are ideal for impromptu meetings between people on their way to and 

from the fi ling area.

FILINg AREA

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

ACCESS TO FILES ON ALL 

FOuR SIdES IS AN EFFECTIvE 

uSE OF SPACE. 

AdjACENT TABLE ANd 

ChAIRS INvITES wORkERS TO 

CONTINuE A CONvERSATION 

BEguN AT ThE FILINg 

CABINET. 

IN AddITION TO PROvIdINg 

gROuP STORAgE, 

ThREE-dRAwER-hEIghT 

FILES OFFER A SuRFACE 

ON whICh TO dISPLAy 

dRAwINgS, dOCuMENTS 

OR OThER MATERIALS. 
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FILINg AREA

whERE wE’RE gOINg

COuNTERTOPS AT BAR 

hEIghT ARE IdEAL FOR 

IMPROMPTu gAThERINgS 

OF PEOPLE TO ShARE 

INFORMATION ANd 

RESOuRCES.

SIT/STANd OPTIONS 

ENCOuRAgE MORE 

SPONTANEOuS 

MEETINgS.

AN EXTENdEd 

COuNTERTOP PROvIdES 

kNEE ROOM whEN ThE 

uSER IS SEATEd. 

ThE COuNTERTOP PROvIdES 

A SuRFACE FOR wRITINg 

ANd TAkINg NOTES, AS 

wELL AS dISPLAyINg 

vARIOuS TyPES OF OBjECTS 

ANd MATERIALS. 

 KEY WORDS

- 3-dRAwER hEIghT

- LIghT/vISIBILITy

- SPACE dIvISION 

- COuNTER ANd STANdINg-

 hEIghT TABLES

- PERChINg

- MENTORINg zONE

- COLLABORATION zONE

- dROP-By ENCOuNTERS 

ThE TRENd TOwARdS A MORE COLLABORATIvE OFFICE dEMANdS A MORE 

OPEN OFFICE LANdSCAPE ThAT EMPhASIzES vISIBILITy, TRANSPARENCy ANd 

ACCESSIBILITy—ANd MuLTIPLE PLACES TO COLLABORATE. STORAgE IS A kEy 

ELEMENT IN CREATINg AN INTEgRATEd wORkPLACE whERE ShAREd SPACES ANd 

RESOuRCES ENCOuRAgE PEOPLE TO CONNECT ANd PROMOTE COLLABORATION.    

A COuNTER FuRNIShEd 

wITh STOOLS ACTS AS 

A TOuCh-dOwN SPOT TO 

wORk wITh A LAPTOP, 

ANd CREATES A LOw-

COMMITMENT POINT FOR 

BRIEF CONvERSATIONS, 

quICk quESTIONS, ETC. 
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MEETINg ROOMS 

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

LARgE MEETINg ROOMS

whERE wE ARE

As little as fi ve or 10 years ago, meeting rooms in most offi ces conformed to a standard 

format: an enclosed room with a single large table surrounded by chairs. Many meeting 

rooms were equipped with dry-erase whiteboards, telephones designed for conference calls 

and more or less sophisticated audiovisual equipment. It acted as a place for employees to 

gather, but also as a display area for clients or potential clients. 

Although new communications technologies have prompted changes in conference room 

design—i.e., the need to accommodate equipment, projection screens, LCD displays, etc.—

the more signifi cant changes in meeting room design result from profound changes in 

corporate culture and workstyles. 

As organizational culture has opened up to a more collaborative model, meeting spaces have 

become more open and accessible, often designed with clear glass fronts and sometimes 

defi ned only by furniture or mobile screens. 

Today, there are many variations on the classic conference room with spaces that range 

widely in size from a small caucus room for six to a spacious, multi-functional room that 

includes a lounge area, as well as furniture designed for presentations, training or discussions 

among larger group. Like the workstation, meeting rooms and spaces are becoming more 

fl exible and more attuned to the needs of people who spend more time collaborating. 

CREdENzA PROvIdES 

MINIMAL STORAgE FOR 

SuPPLIES OR EquIPMENT.

dRy-ERASE whITEBOARd 

PROvIdES A SuRFACE FOR 

NOTES, dIAgRAMS, ETC. 

ENCLOSEd ROOM PROTECTS 

PARTICIPANTS FROM ThE 

dISTRACTION OF EXTERNAL SOuNd 

ANd MOvEMENT. INTERACTION IS 

LIMITEd TO ThOSE whO ARE INvITEd 

TO ThE FORMAL MEETINg. 

dEdICATEd CONFERENCE ROOMS ARE FuRNIShEd TO SuPPORT LARgE 

OR SMALL gROuPS INvOLvEd IN A vARIETy OF gROuP ACTIvITIES: 

PRESENTATIONS, CONFERENCES ANd TELECONFERENCES, BRAINSTORMINg 

SESSIONS, TRAININg, wEBINARS ANd SO FORTh. 
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LARgE MEETINg ROOMS 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

CONvERTIBLE MEETINg ROOM 

CAN BE uSEd AS ONE SPACE OR 

AS TwO AREAS FOR gROuPS OF 

EIghT PEOPLE OR LESS. 

MOBILE ANd FIXEd FuRNITuRE 

PROvIdE BOTh STRuCTuRE ANd 

FLEXIBILITy. 

FuLL-hEIghT whITEBOARd 

PROvIdES AMPLE dISPLAy 

AREA TO SuPPORT dISCuSSION 

OR PRESENTATION. 

MOBILE TABLES, ChAIRS ANd 

STOOLS ALLOw uSERS TO 

AdAPT ThE SPACE TO 

ChANgINg NEEdS. A MEETINg 

TABLE quICkLy BECOMES A 

wORkTABLE; SEATINg IS 

RECONFIguREd TO SuPPORT 

gROuPS OF dIFFERENT SIzES 

ANd INTENT. 

STANdINg hEIghT TABLE 

SuPPORTS MuLTIPLE LEvELS 

OF COLLABORATION ANd 

CASuAL ENCOuNTERS 

BEFORE OR AFTER A FORMAL 

MEETINg. 

MuLTIPLE SEATINg 

OPTIONS hELP TO 

ENSuRE uSER COMFORT. 

 KEY WORDS

- TRANSPARENCy 

- FLOw 

- ANChOR POINTS

- STRuCTuRE

- CONvERTIBLE

- MuLTI-uSE

- SEATINg OPTIONS 

MEETINg SPACES TOdAy TAkE MANy FORMS. ONE vARIATION IS ThE “gREAT ROOM,” 

FuRNIShEd wITh A COMBINATION OF MOBILE ANd FIXEd FuRNITuRE, INCLudINg 

hIgh-BACk SOFAS, MOBILE ChAIRS ANd COMFORTABLE LOuNgE ChAIRS. FuLL-hEIghT 

whITEBOARdS dIvIdE ThE gREAT ROOM FROM ThE MAIN CIRCuLATION PATh ANd 

ALSO OFFER A SuRFACE FOR dISPLAy. 

TRANSPARENT wALL 

CREATES A SENSE OF 

OPENNESS ANd ENhANCES 

PERCEPTION OF A FLAT 

ORgANIzATION.  



103

SMALL MEETINg ROOMS 

whERE wE ARE

SINgLE 29-INCh- hIgh TABLE 

SuRROuNdEd By ChAIRS.

LACk OF FLEXIBILITy MAy 

RESuLT IN ThE SPACE BEINg 

uNdERuTILIzEd. 

ThE ECONOMICS OF OFFICE REAL ESTATE ANd ThE ChANgINg dyNAMICS OF 

ThE wORkPLACE REquIRE ThAT MEETINgS ROOMS, hOwEvER SMALL, PROvIdE 

SPACE FOR COLLABORATION. IF MEETINg ROOMS MuST BE RESERvEd, ThEy 

OFTEN BECOME AN uNuSEd ASSET duE TO IMPOSEd TIME CONSTRAINTS. 

A SMALL, ENCLOSEd SPACE IS 

SuITABLE FOR CONFIdENTIAL 

CONvERSATIONS OR quIET 

dISCuSSION AMONg A FEw 

TEAM MEMBERS. 
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CONvERTIBLE MEETINg 

ROOM CAN BE uSEd 

AS AN OFFICE OR 

MEETINg SPACE. 

COMBINATION OF 

MOBILE ANd FIXEd 

SEATINg ALLOwS uSERS 

TO AdAPT ThE SPACE 

TO ThEIR NEEdS. 

OvERhEAd STORAgE 

AddS FuNCTIONALITy 

wIThOuT TAkINg uP 

FLOOR SPACE. 

 KEY WORDS

- TRANSPARENCy 

- FLOw 

- ANChOR POINTS

- STRuCTuRE

- CONvERTIBLE

- MuLTI-uSE

- SEATINg OPTIONS 

SMALL MEETINg ROOMS 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

TABLET-ARM ChAIR 

SAvES SPACE IN A ROOM 

dESIgNEd TO SuPPORT 

BOTh COLLABORATION 

ANd hEAdS-dOwN 

wORk.

ThE NEEd FOR PRIvACy ANd hEAdS-dOwN wORk CONTINuES TO BE IMPORTANT. 

AT ThE SAME TIME, ThE PRACTICE OF ALLOCATINg ONE PRIvATE OFFICE PER 

EMPLOyEE IS ChANgINg ANd INdIvIduAL uSE OF dEdICATEd MEETINg ROOMS IS 

NOT AN EFFICIENT uSE OF SPACE. ThuS SMALLER, TOuChdOwN wORk SPACES 

ARE BECOMINg MORE COMMON.
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OPEN MEETINg ROOMS 

AdjACENT TO ThE MAIN 

CIRCuLATION PATh 

ENCOuRAgE uSE OF 

ThE SPACE FOR 

SPONTANEOuS MEETINgS.

OPEN MEETINg ROOMS

whERE wE’RE gOINg

ThE MOdERN wORkPLACE SuPPORTS MuLTIPLE LEvELS OF COLLABORATION 

IN ALL TyPES OF SPACES: STANdINg-hEIghT TABLES ACT AS POINTS FOR 

A quICk ChAT ALONg FLOw-ThROugh PAThS ANd COLLABORATION IN A 

CASuAL SETTINg hAS AN AdvANTAgE IN ThAT PEOPLE ARE MORE LIkELy TO 

FLOAT CREATIvE IdEAS ANd TAkE RISkS ThAT CAN RESuLT IN INNOvATION.

FuLL-hEIghT 

whITEBOARdS dEFINE 

SPACE ANd OFFER A 

SuRFACE FOR dISPLAy. 

hIgh-BACk SEATINg 

CREATES A FEELINg OF 

ENCLOSuRE ANd PRIvACy 

wIThOuT IMPAIRINg 

vISIBILITy OR ThE FLOw 

OF TRAFFIC. 

STANdINg-hEIghT 

COuNTERS CREATE A SIT/

STANd BAR IN ThE SPACE 

IN-BETwEEN.

BENCh SEATINg OFFERS 

A SPACE-EFFICIENT wAy 

TO CREATE A CASuAL 

MEETINg AREA. 

 KEY WORDS

- TRANSPARENCy 

- FLOw 

- ANChOR POINTS

- STRuCTuRE

- CONvERTIBLE

- MuLTI-uSE

- SEATINg OPTIONS 

POSSIBILITy OF TwO

MEETINg SPOTS
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AN OPEN, INFORMAL 

MEETINg SPACE CAN 

BE FuRNIShEd wITh 

A whITEBOARd, 

COMFORTABLE SEATINg, 

A LOw TABLE ANd 

STORAgE CuBBIES. 

OPEN MEETINg SPACE 

ALLOwS FOR 

FLOw-ThROugh ANd 

INvITES INTERACTION. 

COMBINATION OF 

BENChINg ANd LOuNgE 

ChAIRS CREATES A 

“CAMPFIRE” ALCOvE 

AdjACENT TO A gROuP 

OF wORkSTATIONS. 

STANdINg-hEIghT COuNTER 

CREATES A PLACE TO STANd 

ANd ShARE.

wORkSTATION PANELS 

PROvIdE A vERTICAL 

SuRFACE FOR MOuNTINg 

A MONITOR FOR dISPLAy. 

ThERE IS PRESENTLy A TRENd TO ALLOCATE MORE SquARE FOOTAgE TO 

MEETINg SPACES BETwEEN ANd AdjACENT TO OPEN-PLAN wORkSTATIONS 

ANd PRIvATE OFFICES, CREATINg MuLTIPLE INFORMAL SITES SCATTEREd 

ThROughOuT ThE wORkPLACE. 

OPEN MEETINg ROOMS

whERE wE’RE gOINg

 KEY WORDS

- TRANSPARENCy 

- FLOw 

- ANChOR POINTS

- STRuCTuRE

- CONvERTIBLE

- MuLTI-uSE

- SEATINg OPTIONS 
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AN OPEN MEETINg SPACE ALONg A MAIN CORRIdOR OR TRAFFIC FLOw-ThROugh 

PATh PROvIdES AN IMMEdIATE OPPORTuNITy TO PAuSE, STANd OR SIT. SuCh SITES 

FOR COLLABORATION ARE kEy TO LEvERAgINg ThE POTENTIAL OF COLLABORATION 

wITh AN INCREASINgLy MOBILE wORkFORCE. 

FIXEd FuRNITuRE 

PROvIdES A SENSE OF 

ORdER ANd STRuCTuRE.

SIT/STANd dISCuSSION 

POINT COMBINES 

SPACE-SAvINg BENCh 

SEATINg ANd STANdINg-

hEIghT TABLES ALONg 

A MAIN CORRIdOR OR 

TRAFFIC FLOw-ThROugh 

PATh. 

ROuNdEd EdgES ON 

ChAIRS ANd TABLE ARE 

APPROPRIATE IN A 

hIgh-TRAFFIC SETTINg. 

OPEN MEETINg SPACE

whERE wE’RE gOINg
 KEY WORDS

- TRANSPARENCy 

- FLOw 

- ANChOR POINTS

- STRuCTuRE

- CONvERTIBLE

- MuLTI-uSE

- SEATINg OPTIONS 
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OuTSIdE ThE MEETINg ROOM

whERE wE’RE gOINg

SCREENS CAN CREATE A 

dEgREE OF PRIvACy ON A 

TEMPORARy BASIS.

MOBILE whITEBOARdS 

PROvIdE A PLACE TO 

MAkE NOTES OR 

ILLuSTRATE AN IdEA. 

TABLES OR SEATINg 

wITh SCuLPTuRAL 

FORMS ARE 

“uSER-FRIENdLy.”

NO MATTER hOw AdvANCEd A TELECONFERENCINg SySTEM MAy BE, FACE-TO-FACE 

MEETINgS ARE STILL AN IMPORTANT FIXTuRE IN ThE LIFE OF MOST ORgANIzATIONS. 

MEETINgS ANd ThE CONvERSATIONS ThAT OCCuR BEFORE ANd AFTER MEETINgS 

hELP gROuPS OF PEOPLE dEvELOP A SENSE OF AFFILIATION ANd ATTAChMENT—

ANd BuILd ThE TRuST ThAT IS ESSENTIAL TO OPEN COMMuNICATION. 

MEETINg OuTSIdE ThE MEETINg ROOM MAy ALSO OFFER A uNIquE OPPORTuNITy 

TO quESTION, ChALLENgE ASSuMPTIONS ANd TAkE RISkS—ALL CRITICAL TO 

INNOvATION. EvEN IN A “whAT-IF?” CuLTuRE, PEOPLE ARE MORE LIkELy TO PROPOSE 

A NEw IdEA OR COMMENT ON STRATEgIES OR gOALS OuTSIdE A FORMAL MEETINg 

whERE ThEy MAy FEEL judgEd By SuPERIORS OR ThE gROuP SPACES OuTSIdE ThE 

MEETINg ROOM ARE POTENTIAL SITES FOR PROduCTIvE COLLABORATION. 

TO MAXIMIzE ThE POTENTIAL OF ThESE SPACES, dESIgNERS ARE BEgINNINg TO uSE 

A vARIETy OF TACTICS ThAT ENCOuRAgE PEOPLE TO PAuSE ANd CONvERSE AFTER 

ThE MEETINg. ThESE TACTICS INCLudE ARChITECTuRAL ELEMENTS SuCh AS A 

STANdINg-hEIghT TABLE OR ShELF ThAT PROvIdES BOTh A PERCh ANd A PLACE TO 

REST PAPERS, A LAPTOP OR PERSONAL ITEMS, AS wELL AS SEATINg ThAT IMPLIES A 

quICk vISIT RAThER ThAN A LENgThy CONvERSATION. 

A FEw ChAIRS OR LOuNgE 

SEATINg ENCOuRAgE 

“OFF-LINE” CONvERSATIONS 

ThAT MAy BE ESSENTIAL TO 

ThE uLTIMATE SuCCESS OF A 

MEETINg. 

 KEY WORDS

- NO COMMITMENT

- LEAN

- PAuSE

- ARChITECTuRAL 

- SCuLPTuRAL 

- CONvERSATION

- quESTION

- SENSE OF PLACE

- INFORMAL
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ELEvATOR/LOBBy/STAIRS

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

ELEvATOR/LOBBy/STAIRS

whERE wE ARE

In a large multi-story, multi-tenant offi ce building, the lobby functions primarily as a 

transitional space between the street or parking garage and the offi ce. It is designed to funnel 

people towards the elevators and to brand the building or extend the brand of the building’s 

owner. In a building that is home to one company, the fi rst space a visitor passes into may 

be the reception area. Neither, however, is likely to be furnished to encourage collaboration.  

At present, most offi ce buildings are not designed to encourage conversation in the lobby or 

in areas adjacent to elevators or stairways. However, designers are beginning to propose the 

implementation of architectural features in such transitional spaces. Sills, bars and counters 

provide a place to lean or a ledge on which to rest a foot. Anchored tables can be added to 

create a perch and simple seating like an ottoman can also invite people to stop and connect 

as they pass by on their way in or out of the offi ce. 

The need to identify and defi ne specifi c ways to support and enhance creative, innovative 

organizational cultures requires physical elements—spaces, furniture, architectural features 

that support collaborative behaviors throughout the facility. 

LOBBIES ANd RECEPTION 

AREAS ARE A 

TRANSITIONAL SPACE, NOT 

A dESTINATION. 

PRESENTLy, vERy LITTLE 

IS BEINg dONE TO 

ENCOuRAgE “COLLISIONS,” 

CONvERSATIONS ANd 

COLLABORATION IN ThESE 

TRANSITIONAL SPACES. 
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ELEvATOR/LOBBy/STAIRS

whERE wE’RE gOINg

ARChITECTuRAL 

FEATuRES LIkE SILLS, 

COuNTERS 

OR BARS ENhANCE ThE 

POSSIBILITy OF 

INTERCEPTION ANd 

PROvIdE A PLACE TO 

LEAN OR REST A FOOT, 

ALLEvIATINg ThE 

AwkwARdNESS OF 

ChATTINg IN ThE hALL. 

LOuNgE FuRNITuRE 

ANChORS A LARgE OPEN 

SPACE ANd PROvIdES 

COMFORTABLE SEATINg. 

MOduLARITy ALLOwS 

uSERS TO RECONFIguRE 

ThE FuRNITuRE TO SuIT 

ThE NEEdS OF ThE 

gROuP.  

STANdINg-hEIghT 

TABLES ANd STOOLS 

PROvIdE A PLACE TO 

TALk wIThOuT A 

LENgThy TIME 

COMMITMENT.

 KEY WORDS

- ANChOREd

- ARChITECTuRAL 

- PERCh POST

- INTERCEPT

- PASS By

- CONNECTION

- MId-jOuRNEy

AN INCREASE IN wORkFORCE MOBILITy ANd A yOuNg gENERATION OF 

wORkERS whO EXPECT ALTERNATIvE wORk SChEduLES MEANS ThAT PEOPLE 

ARE MORE OFTEN IN TRANSIT AT IRREguLAR hOuRS. ThANkS TO wI-FI, 

SMARTPhONES ANd CELLuLAR dATA CARdS, ThEy ARE NO LONgER TIEd TO 

ThE dESk, BuT CAN TAkE CALLS, ACCESS ThE COMPANy NETwORk ANd REAd 

E-MAIL FROM ANywhERE. ThuS, wORkERS PASS MORE FREquENTLy ThROugh 

LOBBIES ANd RECEPTION AREAS whERE ThEy CAN INTERCEPT COLLEAguES 

ANd POTENTIALLy ENgAgE IN A quICk EXChANgE OF INFORMATION, NEw 

dATA, PROjECT uPdATES, ETC. 

FuRNITuRE, ACCESSORIES, 

gREENERy ANd LIghTINg 

CAN CREATE AREAS wIThIN 

ThE LOBBy ThAT FEEL 

wELCOMINg ANd INTIMATE. 

PEOPLE ARE MORE LIkELy 

TO CONNECT. 
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wORkSTATION 1 

whERE wE ARE

The design of the workplace has evolved as a response to changes in business culture, 

technology and workstyles. At the same time, workplace design itself acts as a catalyst for 

change. Perhaps nowhere is this duality more pronounced than in the evolution of the 

workstation over recent decades. 

Traditionally, a typical workstation took the form of a cubicle equipped with a worksurface, 

fi ling cabinets, a task chair and perhaps a guest chair. Today, variations on the conventional 

panel-based workstation include desking systems, freestanding furniture and mobile 

furniture that function independently or within a panel-based environment. There has been 

a consistent trend towards lower, more transparent workstations and multi-functional 

products that make effi cient use of smaller footprints. 

While several broad trends are driving changes in workstation design —including issues like 

economy and sustainability—the emergence of collaboration as a dominant workstyle is a 

key driver in the demand for new and more adaptable workstation confi gurations. Mobile 

furniture, multiple seating options and multi-purpose components make it possible to 

support collaboration within or adjacent to the workstation.  

These changes refl ect a new awareness among business leaders and designers alike that 

today’s workplace is the site of varied and dynamic interactions and not just long hours at 

the computer. Collaboration is as important as solitary tasks and the workstation must 

enable a mix of work modes. 

ThE wORkSTATION 

yESTERdAy, TOdAy ANd TOMORROw

ThE TRAdITIONAL 

wORkSTATION IS COMPuTER-

CENTRIC ANd dEFINEd By 

ThE SIzE ANd ShAPE OF ThE 

wORkSuRFACE. 

LATERAL FILES OR PEdESTALS 

FIT BENEATh ThE wORkSuR-

FACE TO SuPPLy STORAgE. 

ThE SEMI-ENCLOSEd FORMAT 

OF ThE wORkSTATION IS 

FuNCTIONAL, BuT LACkS 

FLEXIBILITy ANd FAILS TO 

ENCOuRAgE INTERACTION. 
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wORkSTATION 1 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

FIXEd STORAgE wITh A 

CuShION TOP PROvIdES 

AN EXTRA SEAT IN ThE 

wORkSTATION. 

MuLTI-TIEREd wORkSTATIONS 

AFFORd A FEELINg OF 

SPACIOuSNESS.

PROvISION FOR COLLABORATION CAN BE MAdE EvEN IN A SMALL, SEMI-

ENCLOSEd wORkSTATION. By PROvIdINg AN EXTRA SEAT wIThIN OR AdjACENT 

TO ThE wORkSTATION, CO-wORkERS ARE ENCOuRAgEd TO dROP By TO ShARE 

kNOwLEdgE ANd INFORMATION OR SIMPLy TO SOCIALIzE – AN OFF-LINE 

INTERACTION ThAT CAN CREATE MORE PROduCTIvE wORkINg RELATIONShIPS. 

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL 

LARgE wINdOwS AT 

wORkSuRFACE hEIghT 

OPEN uP ThE wORkSTATION 

ANd INCREASE vISIBILITy. 
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wORkSTATION 1 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

COuNTER PROvIdES A 

SuRFACE FOR PEOPLE 

TO PERCh.

EvEN A COMPACT SPACE CAN 

BE dESIgNEd ANd FuRNIShEd 

TO ACCOMMOdATE dIvERSE 

TASkS ANd wORkSTyLES, 

INCLudINg COLLABORATION. 

SCREENS RANgINg FROM 

TRANSLuCENT TO SOLId, 

OPAquE MATERIALS CAN 

BE uSEd TO dIvIdE 

wORkSTATIONS, CREATE 

A dEgREE OF PRIvACy ANd 

CONTRIBuTE TO A dISTINCTIvE 

AESThETIC. 

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL 

MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL 

COMPONENTS SuCh AS 

A whITEBOARd PANEL 

PROvIdE SuPPORT FOR 

COLLABORATION AT ThE 

wORkSTATION. 

OTTOMAN FOR CASuAL 

MEETINgS.

OvERLAPPINg SuRFACES 

hELP TO MAkE ThE MOST 

OF SMALL SPACES 

wIThOuT SACRIFICINg 

AESThETICS OR COMFORT. 
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wORkSTATION 2

whERE wE ARE

A SIMPLE TABLE PROvIdES 

A FOCAL POINT FOR 

CONNECTION ANd 

CONvERSATION, BuT 

ACCOMMOdATES ONLy 

TwO OR ThREE PEOPLE IN 

A FACE-TO-FACE MEETINg.

ThE ShAREd wORkSTATION 

OFFERS COwORkERS 

gREATER vISuAL ACCESS 

TO wORkSTATION OCCuPANTS 

ThAN dOES ThE SINgLE, 

SEMI-ENCLOSEd wORkSTATION. 

ThE wORkSTATION REMAINS 

COMPuTER-CENTRIC. 

MANy COMPANIES hAvE EMPLOyEd ShAREd wORkSTATIONS TO MAXIMIzE ThE 

uSE OF ThEIR BuILdINg’S FLOOR SPACE. ThE ShAREd wORkSTATION IS ALSO 

MORE CONduCIvE TO INTERACTION BETwEEN OCCuPANTS, ANd MORE OPEN 

TO vISITORS, BuT REMAINS SOMEwhAT LIMITEd IN ITS ABILITy TO 

ACCOMMOdATE gROuP wORk. 
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wORkSTATION 2 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

A FREESTANdINg TABLE 

BETwEEN INdIvIduAL 

wORk AREAS FACILITATES 

quICk, CASuAL MEETINgS. 

MuLTIPLE TyPES OF 

SEATINg ALLOw A 

COMPACT wORkSPACE 

TO ACCOMMOdATE A 

MEETINg OF uP TO SIX 

PEOPLE. 

FIXEd STORAgE wITh 

A CuShION TOP MAkES 

EFFICIENT uSE OF 

AvAILABLE SPACE.

EACh MOBILE 

PEdESTAL wITh A 

CuShION TOP SEATS 

AN AddITIONAL guEST. 

ThE INFORMAL 

SETTINg hAS AN 

AdvANTAgE IN ThAT 

PEOPLE ARE MORE 

LIkELy TO FLOAT 

CREATIvE IdEAS ANd 

TAkE RISkS IN A 

LOw-PRESSuRE 

SITuATION.

FuRNITuRE ThAT CAN BE EASILy RECONFIguREd ALLOwS uSERS TO quICkLy 

AdAPT ThEIR wORkSPACE AS dIFFERENT NEEdS ARISE duRINg ThE 

wORkwEEk OR wORkdAy. ThE ChALLENgE IS TO dESIgN SPACES ThAT OFFER 

OPPORTuNITy FOR, BuT dO NOT dICTATE, SPECIFIC TyPES OF wORk. IdEALLy, 

ThE wORkSTATION ShOuLd EFFECTIvELy SuPPORT INdIvIduAL ANd 

INTERACTIvE wORk ALIkE.  

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL

- BENChINg 
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ThERE IS PRESENTLy A TRENd TO ALLOCATE MORE SquARE FOOTAgE TO 

MEETINg SPACE BETwEEN ANd AdjACENT TO OPEN-PLAN wORkSTATIONS 

ANd PRIvATE OFFICES, CREATINg MuLTIPLE INFORMAL SITES FOR 

COLLABORATION ThAT ARE SCATTEREd ThROughOuT ThE wORkPLACE. 

ThIS MOdEL dOES PROvIdE A SITE FOR FACE-TO-FACE COMMuNICATION 

ANd CASuAL, uNPLANNEd INTERACTIONS ThROugh MuLTIPLE SEATINg 

OPTIONS, INCLudINg MOBILE STOOLS ANd PEdESTALS.  

 

wORkSTATION 3

whERE wE ARE

SCREENS ANd STACkINg 

CABINETRy dIvIdE SPACE 

ANd PROvIdE A dEgREE OF 

PRIvACy FOR EACh 

wORkSTATION wIThOuT 

INhIBITINg ACCESS TO ThE 

AdjACENT MEETINg SPACE. 

MOBILE PEdESTALS PuLL uP 

TO A ShAREd TABLE 

BETwEEN wORkSTATIONS TO 

CREATE A FOCuSEd AREA 

FOR A SMALL MEETINg.
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MOBILE FuRNITuRE ENABLES uSERS TO MANAgE ThEIR ENvIRONMENT, 

MOvINg OR MOdIFyINg FuRNITuRE TO REFLECT ChANgES IN wORk FLOw 

OR ThE dyNAMICS OF gROuP PROCESSES. IN CONCERT wITh SySTEMS OR 

FREESTANdINg FuRNITuRE, MOBILE FuRNITuRE CAN CREATE AN OPEN, 

INTERACTIvE TEAM AREA INTEgRATEd wITh ThE INdIvIduAL wORkSTATION 

OR gROuP OF wORkSTATIONS. 

wORkSTATION 3 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

BENCh SEATINg IN 

COMBINATION wITh ThE 

MOBILE TABLE, STOOLS 

ANd PEdESTALS MAkES 

ROOM FOR SIX TEAM 

MEMBERS TO gAThER. 

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL

- BENChINg

ThE hEIghT-AdjuSTABLE 

MOBILE TABLE EXTENdS 

ThE uSABLE SuRFACE OF 

ThE wORkSTATION TO 

PROvIdE AMPLE wRITINg 

ANd dISPLAy AREAS. 

A SMALL hEIghT-

AdjuSTABLE MOBILE 

TABLE CAN BE quICkLy 

MOvEd AdjACENT TO 

EIThER PAIR OF 

wORkSTATIONS.

A MORE kINETIC, ACTIvE 

ANd INTERACTIvE 

wORkPLACE REquIRES 

FuRNITuRE ThAT CAN 

MOvE, AdAPT OR BE 

AdjuSTEd TO FOLLOw 

ThE vARIATIONS OF ThE 

wORkdAy. 

MOBILE PEdESTALS ARE 

EASILy REPOSITIONEd 

whEREvER EXTRA 

SEATINg IS NEEdEd. 

A gROuP OF FOuR

MOBILE STOOLS CAN

BE dRAwN INTO ThE 

wORkSTATION FOR A 

quICk ChAT.

STANdINg-hEIghT 

COuNTER ANd SEATINg 

PROvIdE EXTRA 

TOuChdOwN SPACE
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ThE PhySICAL PROXIMITy OR CO-LOCATION OF wORkERS IN ThIS wORkSTATION 

MOdEL IS LIkELy TO PROMPT A SIgNIFICANT AMOuNT OF FREE ANd EASy 

INTERACTION. BuT ThE FREquENCy OF MAkINg CONNECTIONS IS ENhANCEd By 

MuLTIPLE SEATINg OPTIONS ANd MOBILE FuRNITuRE ThAT MAkES IT POSSIBLE 

TO quICkLy gAThER OR dISPERSE AS NEEdEd. 

wORkSTATION 3 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

MuLTIPLE MOBILE 

SEATINg ANd TABLE 

OPTIONS ALLOw FOR 

A gROuP OF EIghT 

TO gAThER.

A hEIghT-AdjuSTABLE, MOBILE 

TABLE CAN SuPPORT LAPTOPS, 

PAPERS ANd BOOkS, 

SMARTPhONES ANd COFFEE 

CuPS—vIRTuALLy ALL ThE TOOLS 

REquIREd FOR PROduCTIvE 

COLLABORATION. 

wITh ACTIvE FILES 

ANd wORk TOOLS CLOSE 

AT hANd, MEETINg 

PARTICIPANTS CAN 

quICkLy RETRIEvE 

RELEvANT MATERIALS 

duRINg ThE MEETINg. 

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL

- BENChINg

ThE MEETINg SPACE IS OuTSIdE 

ThE MAIN FLOw OF TRAFFIC TO 

MINIMIzE dISTRACTIONS, BuT STILL 

ALLOwS FOR FLOw ThROugh. 
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wORkSTATION 4

whERE wE ARE

TyPICAL wORkSTATIONS ARE 

EquIPPEd wITh MORE ThAN 

ONE wORkSuRFACE, A TASk 

ChAIR, STORAgE ANd ONE 

guEST SEAT. 

MEETINg zONE IS 

AdjACENT TO ThE 

wORkSTATIONS.

ALThOugh TABLES ANd ChAIRS PLACEd NEAR INdIvIduALLy ASSIgNEd 

wORkSPACES dO PROvIdE AN OPPORTuNITy FOR TEAM MEMBERS TO AdjOuRN 

TO ThE COLLABORATION zONE, ThE PhySICAL SEPARATION MAkES quICk 

ENCOuNTERS ANd SPONTANEOuS MEETINgS LESS LIkELy TO OCCuR. 

APPROPRIATE AdjACENCIES MAy NOT BE ENOugh TO CREATE AN OPTIMAL 

COLLABORATIvE ENvIRONMENT. 
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wORkSTATION 4 

whERE wE’RE gOINg

MOBILE wORkTABLES ANd 

MOBILE MEETINg TABLES CAN 

BE RECONFIguREd wITh A 

wORkSTATION TO PROvIdE AN 

ALTERNATIvE MEETINg SPACE. 

MuLTIPLE SEATINg OPTIONS CAN 

BE ARRANgEd TO ENSuRE ThAT 

ALL PARTICIPANTS CAN SEE 

EACh OThER ANd ANy wORk 

BEINg dISCuSSEd. 

 KEY WORDS

- COLLABORATIvE 

- EASE OF INTERACTION 

- CASuAL MEETINgS 

- AddEd SEATINg 

- gREATER vISIBILITy 

- MuLTI-FuNCTIONAL

- BENChINg

ThE SPACE ANd ThE 

ARRANgEMENT OF SEATINg 

ShOuLd ALLOw FOR 

FREquENT MOvEMENT OR 

ChANgES OF POSITION, 

INCLudINg SIT-TO-STANd. 
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