
 

WORK IN CONTEXT  

When the workplace revolution started 20 years ago, the office was still shaped by 
midcentury views of work. Today, the office is a reflection of contemporary trends, a 
mobile work style most of all. 

Four developments are bringing offices in sync with 21st-century work styles—the 
economy, technology, the environment, and people’s expectations. 

These days, the best way to see a traditional office is to watch an episode of Mad Men. The hit TV 
series, about an early 1960s advertising agency, has been lauded for its attention to detail—
attention that extends to how workplaces are designed and used. Executives (nearly all of them 
men) occupy window offices, guarded by secretaries. But the men are out more than they’re in— 
their lunches sometimes last until the cocktail hour.  

Fast-forward half a century: Today’s employees may be in the office even less than those of Mad 
Men, but they’re not at three-martini lunches. Often they are working remotely, thanks to 
technology that makes it possible to do their jobs from almost anywhere. And when they are in the 
office, they may be “hoteling”—using unassigned desks—if they’re at their desks at all. A sequel to 
Mad Men set in 2010 would feature employees meeting in corporate coffee bars and lounges that 
take their cues from hotels and restaurants. After all, they’re coming to the office to see as many of 
their colleagues as they can. Think of it as corporate speed dating.  

Change factors 

The movement toward more flexible work environments has been underway for years. But at least 
four major developments are bringing offices in sync with 21st-century work styles. The first is 
economic realities that have forced companies to take a hard look at the costs of office space. With 
rents as high as $250 per square foot in parts of London (with Paris and Tokyo not far behind), a 
single corner office can cost an employer $75,000 a year or more. Paring down real estate portfolios 
and getting more use out of existing space make urgent economic sense.  

The second development is technology. In the last couple of years, cell phones, PDAs, and laptops 
have finally delivered on their promise: they have untethered the modern employee. Technology 
lets employees remain in the loop no matter where they are. And that leaves fewer reasons to come 
to the office.  

The third development is concern for the environment. Sustainability means using less space, or 
using the same space more efficiently. Even five years ago, Gensler had to make the case for 
sustainability on many of its workplace projects. Now, clients insist on taking the environment into 
account, expecting to lower their costs while doing their part for the planet.  

The fourth and perhaps the biggest development is the change in employee expectations. People 
don’t come into the office for heads-down work—reading, writing, and cogitating. Instead, they 
come for face-to-face interaction, which requires settings for impromptu conversations. To provide 
them, offices are taking cues from other sectors, like hospitality.  

Rethinking the office 

These changes affect office design in significant ways. One of Gensler’s clients, an international 
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public relations agency in London, was consolidating two small firms it had acquired. “They both felt 
their cultures were very different, so they resisted having to co-locate,” says Enrico Caruso, who led 
the project. So he and his team helped them find commonalities. For instance, both firms agreed 
they wanted their offices to feel more club-like than corporate—with more space given over to 
formal and informal interaction than to individual “focus” work. The design makes that happen. 
When you arrive, Caruso says, “there’s no reception area; instead, you’re escorted to a coffee bar, 
which looks like something you might see in a hotel. A barista offers you a drink, and then your host 
comes out. Your meeting starts there and then moves to a large hub space. The few formal meeting 
rooms we provided are very transparent.”  

All of those “front-of-house” spaces mean that the individual workspace is smaller than it might 
have been—more like compact cars than sedans, Caruso says. But thanks to all the communal 
spaces, those compacts don’t feel confining. Better yet, the two PR firms have forgotten their 
differences, embracing the new culture that lively design facilitates.  

Law firms have been slower to reflect changes in work style. “Still, we’re finding that more lawyers 
are looking for places other than their desks to read drafts or write briefs,” says Julia Simet of 
Gensler New York. “They may be sitting near someone with a speaker phone, or they may just want 
to get away from the technology that’s bombarding them. So we provide them with counters where 
they can open up their laptops, reading areas with comfortable chairs, and other in-office places for 
casual work.”  

A recent Gensler law-firm workplace survey, querying both attorneys and staff, found that a 
surprising amount of collaboration takes place among attorneys in their enclosed offices, reports 
Doug Zucker of Gensler San Francisco. Open-plan workspace may work even better in this respect, 
adds Simet, whose team just completed one for a large Manhattan law firm. “They’re experiencing 
more collaboration and interaction than they did previously with enclosed offices,” she says. “Open-
plan workspace projects we’ve designed for law firms in London and Tokyo have shown similar 
results.”  

The impact of mobility 

For global companies, hiring decisions these days are less about geography than talent. Members of 
the same project team may be working in locations as distant as Bangalore, Beijing, and Boston. 
Even colleagues who are separated by just a few miles may not see each other more than once or 
twice a month, now that commuting has, for many, given way to telecommuting. Fifteen years ago, 
mobile work devices were considered expensive. Now they’re affordable and almost universal. As 
mobility became the norm, “At more and more companies, you’d walk through the office and there 
would be hardly anyone there,” says Gervais Tompkin of Gensler San Francisco. A sign of the times, 
he adds, is that you also see conference rooms built for 10 holding two or three. “Ten people sign 
up, but seven or eight of them end up calling in.”  

During a recent utilization study for a high-tech company, Tompkin reports, “We’d see the same 
people in the café area day after day. We’d ask them what they were doing, and they’d say, ‘Unless 
I work in the café, I don’t see any of my team members.’ In essence, they’re choosing to work 
where other employees congregate, not at their desks.”  

Mobility is so prevalent today that most organizations are studying how to leverage it. Back in the 
1990s, mobility was something management imposed. Today, employees consider it a benefit. And 
it’s a benefit that’s here to stay. Once they have the freedom to be mobile, it’s very hard to say, 
“We’re changing the policy and you’ve got to come in,” says Tompkin.  

Mobility has also spread beyond high tech and consulting to sectors that followed a more traditional 
model. For example, call centers, despite being globally distributed, thanks to technology, generally 
provided every employee with a seat. Now even they are embracing mobility, says Gensler New 
York’s Andrew Garnar-Wortzel. “One of our banking clients has piloted about 125 call-center 
employees who work from home. The bank knows exactly what their performance is, because the 
metrics—the number of calls made and the success rate—are the same whether the person is in a 
call center or at home.”  

Lean and green 

Since, for many companies, real estate is the second largest expense after salaries, a growing 
number are taking a close look at their use of workspace. In the high-tech sector, this has led to 
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substantial reductions in office real estate portfolios. Walkable, transit-served urban locations with a 
lot of foot traffic also benefit, because companies can avoid the expense of providing in-house 
amenities for their employees—they’re already right there.  

Using workspace more efficiently and favoring walkable urban locations over car-dependent 
suburban ones add up to a lower carbon footprint, in the view of companies like Hewlett-Packard. 
According to Tompkin, HP has reduced its real estate portfolio and its carbon footprint by 40 
percent. And the workspace is significantly better, he adds: sustainable, flexible, and designed to 
support how people really work.  

Since 2008, the US General Services Administration (GSA) has faced new mandates that require it 
to shrink the carbon footprint of the federal workplace. Partnering with workplace researchers Paul 
Heath, Judith Heerwagen, and Clark Sept, Gensler has just completed a mobility research study for 
GSA’s Public Buildings Service. “GSA is the one to watch, because they evaluate so thoroughly,” 
Tompkin says. “They’ve proved that sustainable design delivers higher performance. In the next 
decade, they may also prove the value of leveraging mobility.”  

  
 
 
Fred Bernstein writes for Architect, the New York Times, and other publications.  
 
 

dialogue.gensler.com | Dialogue is produced by Gensler Publications, © 2011 Gensler. 

Share This Page

Add images Follow

Echo 0 Items Admin

Social Networking by Echo

Login

Page 3 of 3dialogue

7/2/2011http://dialogue.gensler.com/issue/18/article/83.aspx


