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Concepts

Lesson1 Workplace Design

Jeremy Myerson

In brief

Also known as innovative workplaces.

As the knowledge-driven economy of the 21st century places a premium on generating new
ideas and intellectual property, the creation of more-innovative workplaces in which fresh think-
ing can develop and teamwork can flourish has become a central preoccupation for senior man-
agers in many different types of organization.

As a concept, the “innovative workplace” responds to a growing recognition within em-
ploying companies that the physical working environment can have a profound effect on an or-
ganization’s culture and on the individual’s performance.

Successive anthropological studies have demonstrated a proven connection between habitat
and human behavior. Today, there is widespread acceptance that the traditional habitat for
white-collar work—the modem office—has significant shortcomings in terms of planning, layout,
facilities and aesthetics. These shortcomings prevent organizations and individuals from working
to their full potential in terms of innovating effectively.

Designing offices to release innovation potential within the organisation links the applica-
tion of a number of design processes directly to the realization of organisational goals. These
processes include space-planning, interior, architectural, furniture and lighting design.

Designing innovative workplaces is not about creating visually “wacky”, attention-grabbing
environments. It is about closely tailoring the physical environment to the requirements of de-
veloping new knowledge within the organisation.

So what are the key issues at the heart of this concept? Inside any organisation, it is impor-
tant to ask searching questions about the current office environment—and look at how physical
and spatial improvements and the provision of different equipment might support innovation
practices.

Are long stretches of dark corridor and closed doors really conducive to people sharing
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knowledge and ideas? Are anonymous meeting rooms booked by the hour really the best setting
for project teams to brainstorm and pin up ideas? Is a dowdy and cramped reception area really
the ideal shop window for potential collaborators visiting your organisation for the first time?
Are linear rows of metal desks under fluorescent strip lighting really enhancing the search by
your employees for that great new idea?

Office design has many different, interrelated elements, including spatial layout, lighting,
furniture specification, material finishes, technology services and catering provision. Within this
framework, a number of conflicting agendas must be addressed to achieve a more holistic bal-
ance if workplace design is to act as a catalyst for a more agile, and responsive work culture. It is
important to recognise these conflicts at the outset. There are five in particular.

First, designing innovative workplaces must reconcile the needs of the organisation with
those of the individual. Traditionally, office managers have been in charge, and employees have
had little say over their environment. But does this bring out the best in people?

Second, innovative workplaces must balance the need for fixed real estate against the reality
of increasingly flexible and fluid work patterns. In the mix of office-based, mobile and home
working, how can innovation be managed?

Third, innovative workplaces must combine workspace with public or social space. How
much of the office space should be private, privileged (a club) or public and therefore open to
all-comers?

The fourth conflict to resolve is architecture versus design. How much of the workplace in-
vestment should go into the bricks and mortar of the building shell, and how much into less per-
manent interior settings and flexible leases? Finally, organisations need to look at the image of
their workplace. Does it suggest an automaton (reflecting famous architect Mies van der Rohe’s
belief that an office is “a machine for working in”) or can it express more human values? All of
these conflicts resonate in the practice of designing innovative workplaces.

Challenges

There are a number of key challenges in developing a more innovative workplace strategy:

Credibility

Making changes to your workplace to foster innovation faces a stiff credibility test. There is
often widespread cynicism among employers about design changes and a belief that new-fangled
ideas will never work. Therefore proposed developments must be credible in terms of the or-
ganisation’s purpose and values. Design concepts must be robust in terms of meeting real needs
and avoid accusations of being faddish. Otherwise ideas which might have value in the long
term risk being swept away by a wave of skepticism.
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Ownership

Linked to credibility is the challenge of ownership. Think twice before handing down edicts
from on high about how the workplace is going to be remodeled. Your people have to live in that
environment every day of the working week. If the process of making design changes can in-
volve employees and act as a sounding board for their views then they will come to “own”
the new solutions and have more of a vested interest in making them work effectively.

Cost

Any changes to the physical fabric of buildings such as knocking down walls or introducing
new spatial layouts can be costly, complex and highly disruptive. Many of the most highly publi-
cized examples of innovative workplaces are expensive corporate schemes which feature exten-
sive remodeling, new atria and bespoke furniture. This level of cost is not relevant to all organi-
sations, such as SMEs(Society of Manufacturing Engineers) or certain public sector agencies.
However with some smart thinking, design concepts to support innovation can be introduced
within a prudent level of expenditure.

Accessibility

Part of making your workplace more innovative is making it more accessible to all ages and
abilities so that everyone can contribute at an equal level. This is of growing importance as
demographic change introduces greater diversity in the workforce. Regulatory compliance is an
issue here. The main legislative deadline in the UK is the October 2004 implementation of the
Disability Discrimination Act, which covers 8.7 million people. This requires workplaces to be
accessible to disabled people and is encouraging a rethink by firms of current spatial and build-
ing practices.

Measurement

Whatever changes you make, those developments should be measurable. So it is important
to decide at the outset what evaluation criteria you are going to use to measure the design scheme.
It is important not to load the entire future of the company onto how the new work environment
works. Equally, you should not divorce workplace innovation entirely from business perform-
ance factors. A mix of sensible measurement criteria such as rates of staff retention and recruit-
ment, staff days off sick and levels of intensity of space occupancy can be used to evaluate the
changes over time.

Future trends

Business pressures

All commercial organizations will face growing pressure from shareholders to reduce costs
while adding value to their processes. Increased competition will also mean cutting time to mar-
ket, while producing ever more innovative products and services. These business pressures will
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force an acute focus on how property is used and how people are organized within space.
Work-life balance
Employees will increasingly campaign for new solutions on issues related to work-life bal-
ance, stress and overwork, and the breakdown of family units. This will force employers to re-
think their work environments to support more flexible, humane and comfortable patterns of
work.

Technological change

Rapid introduction of low-cost mobile communication and information technologies will
make people less place-dependent and encourage use of the office in more random and imagina-
tive ways.

Demographic time bomb

A rapidly ageing population (50% of European adults will be over the age of 50 by 2020)
will see growing numbers of the over-50s remaining in the workplace for an extended time.
Their experience and knowledge will be essential but they will expect work environments to ca-
ter for their needs. Governments may also raise the retirement age to reduce benefit costs.

New Words and Phrases
n. ﬁi}r&\ :%%\ é**ﬁ&

preoccupation

premium a. REEH n X&. RE%R
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automaton n. HEIRE

resonate vt LS, 4R
prudent a. HIEK. HEH
disruptive a. EM. BEHRHER
shareholder n. AR

skepticism n. MHEER

retention n. fR¥E. REY. idIZh
cater for WE, HRikR

time bomb E YR
Translations

Otherwise ideas which might have value in the long term risk being swept away by a wave
of skepticism.

TN, MEAFKTMENRSHERIFELERNER.

If the process of making design changes can involve employees and act as a sounding board
for their views then they will come to ‘own’ the new solutions and have more of a vested interest
in making them work effectively.

R B SRR R P BE R LS 5 EBA T R, FRA A R k]

“EHOH” BRI TR, T LA R AR SRR ECE % HBE B F 25

Lesson 2 What Is Design

Design is everywhere—and that’s why looking for a definition may not help you grasp what
it is.

Design is everywhere. It’s what drew you to the last piece of furniture you bought and it’s
what made online banking possible. It’s made London taxicabs easier to get in and out of and it
made Stella McCartney’s name. It driving whole business cultures and making sure environ-
ments from hospitals to airports are easier to navigate.

The single word “design” encompasses an awful lot, and that’s why the understandable
search for a single definition leads to lengthy debate to say the least.

There are broad definitions and specific ones—both have drawbacks. Either they’re too
general to be meaningful or they exclude too much.

One definition, aired by designer Richard Seymour during the Design Council’s Design in
Business Week 2002, is “making things better for- people”. It emphasizes that design activity is
focused first and foremost on human behavior and quality of life, not factors like distributor
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preferences. But nurses or road sweepers could say they, too, “make things better for people”.

Meanwhile, a definition focused on products or 3D realizations of ideas excludes the work
of graphic designers, service designers and many other disciplines. There may be no absolute
definitions of design that will please everyone, but attempting to find one can at least help us pin
down the unique set of skills that designers bring to bear.

Translations

Design could be viewed as an activity that translates an idea into a blueprint for something
useful, whether it’s a car, a building, a graphic, a service or a process. The important part is the
translation of the idea, though design’s ability to spark the idea in the first place shouldn’t be
overlooked.

Scientists can invent technologies, manufacturers can make products, engineers can make
them function and marketers can sell them, but only designers can combine insight into all these
things and turn a concept into something that’s desirable, viable, commercially successful and
adds value to people’s lives.

There are many misconceptions about design. Sunday supplements and glossy magazines
often use ‘design’ as a buzzword denoting style and fashion. While the toaster or corkscrew be-
ing featured may be well designed, the result is to feed the belief of would-be design clients that
design is restricted to the surface of things and how they look, and that it’s best employed at the
end of the product development process.

But good design isn’t simply about the surface. Aesthetics is important, but only a part of a
bigger picture.

Design is fundamental. People often need reminding that everything around us is designed
and that design decisions impact on nearly every part of our lives, on the environments we work
in, the way we book holidays, or the way we get the lid off the jam jar. When those things work,
it’s taken for granted, but, as Bill Moggridge, founder of international consultancy IDEO, says:
“A lot of trial and error goes into making things look effortless.”

Design and the user

Good design begins with the needs of the user. No design, no matter how beautiful and in-
genious, is any good if it doesn’t fulfill a user need. This may sound obvious but many products
and services, such as the Sinclair C5, WAP mobile phone services, and a great many dot COM
businesses failed because the people behind them didn’t grasp this.

Finding out what the customer wants is the first stage of what designers do. The designer
then builds on the results of that inquiry with a mixture of creativity and commercial insight.

Although instinct is part of the designer’s arsenal, there are more scientific ways of making
sure the design hits the mark. Different designers use different methods—combining market re-



