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Organizations and technology have evolved to the point where companies now
have distributed teams—no longer definable by rigid structures—that tran-
scend temporal and spatial limitations. Here we contemplate the next step in
workplace strategy required for these elastic organizations, finding new roles
for physical space and ICT.
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The future of organizations and work
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Today’s companies use a variety of strategies to adapt as business becomes
ever more knowledge-driven, a sea change propelled by the intertwined
forces of globalization and advances in ICT. To enhance agility and flexibility,
individual business units are granted greater autonomy and decision-making
is streamlined, while outside resources are leveraged and incorporated to
strengthen human resources and knowledge. These changes mean that the
traditional pyramid hierarchy is giving way to smaller, more-flexible structures
necessary to accommodate the higher levels of expertise and ad-hoc cooper-
ation required for success in today’s environment.

Such changes will likely bring about professional organizations with fewer
managers responsible for leadership and decision-making, professionals who
wield their expertise in fluidly reforming project-focused teams, and person-
nel whose job is to provide multifaceted support. As these players fulfill the
main roles, flexible alliances and diverse activities transcending organization-
al boundaries will arise in response to project conditions.

Each team member will have disparate individual needs and styles depending
on specialty, life perspectives, domestic situation, and other personal factors.
Given such needs, individualized work/life balances and a wider array of ways
to self-actualization—i.e., flexible support schemes that allow balancing of
diverse organizational and personal needs—will be needed to maximize every
worker’s potential.

What will these organizations—their work styles and support structures—look
like? We can easily imagine that platforms and services suited to new business
environments will be essential to the mobility and coordination that profes-
sionals require. Below we consider how to construct support environments for
distributed organizations and highly mobile work styles as these trends

progress.
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The challenges of tomorrow’s office
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Several obstacles stand in the way of realizing office environments conducive
to distributed organizations and work.

From a management standpoint, any solution must first be responsive to the
constantly changing needs of business while helping reduce costs through
effective use of space, optimal facility siting, and efficient operation. Further,
systems have to be nimble enough to respond to organizational changes and
evolving technology. Fluidity of facility resources must be reconciled with the
demanding needs of work itself. New strategies must enable flexible realloca-
tion of space and more powerful ways of functional conversion according to
use, all the while accommodating diverse work styles.

Employees, on the other hand, will want more emphasis on flexible accom-
modation of diverse work styles and support for individual balances of work
and non-work aspects of their lives. As the transition to a knowledge-centric
society and a fluid labor market continues, employers will have to offer greater
choices of space, technology, and services depending on work style so as to
attract the most skilled knowledge workers. For these support environments
and services to work for highly mobile distributed workers, they will have to
extend beyond the traditional boundaries of the office. Indeed, as companies
begin to provide work-facilitating services outside the office, they are also
offering lifestyle services within. This points to a fuzzy boundary between in-
and outside the office that helps realize an optimal, self-reinforcing relation-
ship between the two.

New office environments must enable not only diverse solo work styles, but
also a high degree of collaboration. Progress in IT drives greater demands on
the creativity and quality of work, the processes and systems for which have
grown so fluid that project teams often transcend organizational boundaries.
Support systems must facilitate knowledge and context sharing while
enabling facile communication and decision-making in response to ever-
changing behaviors, places, and channels. Parallel to the transition from solo
work to groupwork is a new balance between onsite and the ever more preva-
lent online. A seamless environment with a common interface for smooth “code

switching” between these modes is called for.
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Figure 2: Diversifying collaboration channels
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Directions for office strategy
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In such shifting seas, corporate organizations must come up with space and
service strategies capable of responding to a wide variety of flexible scenar-
ios. These scenarios must include multifarious sites and settings, all taking into
account factors such as needs over time, change forecasts, procurement mea-
sures, and risk evaluation. The next step is reorganization of the workplace
portfolio grounded in these scenarios.

The key to reorganization is multiple modalities for spaces and services. In
terms of space this means altering usage and ownership patterns based on
factors such as whether space is exclusive, shared, or used on an on-demand
basis. Different modes for services include in-house, continuous outsourcing,
and calling only when a demand arises.

Many considerations must be taken into account when forming these choices
for an organization, in particular maximizing usage rates of in-house facilities.
Use for any given facility can be increased by expanding the range of possi-
ble activities by making it multifunctional, multipurpose, and well-serviced.
Next, access levels must be adjustable to accommodate a wide range of users.
Being able to select only between “employee” and “guest” will hamper
boundary-blurring project teams’ ability to work. Security settings should be
flexible enough to support, for example, resident employees, non-resident
employees, outside partners, and guests.

Also crucial is outsourced facilities and services. Management functions and
services can be outsourced yet formed into a custom solution. Possibilities
range from becoming a member of external club-like facilities to using exist-
ing facilities and services only when necessary.

Finally, public infrastructure should be maximumly leveraged. Public spaces in
mass-transit facilities, the Internet, and other communication infrastructures
have evolved to the point that they can sustain business traffic, so strategic
use of these resources can help reduce costs.

This kind of strategic use of workplace portfolios can help organizations meet

the challenges just described.
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Figure 3: Restructuring workplace portfolios
%[ <
AREA
01 11}
L
AREA ﬁ .
02 EER HER HEN
ﬁ i i i
~—

AREA

03

ECIFFO47

e

[



Elastic workspace strategies

04

Elastic work space systems
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Figure 4: The elastic workspace concept
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Business environments are in constant flux and ICT is constantly evolving;
meanwhile, workplace needs are diversifying in terms of organizational
processes and individual work styles. Office systems must respond to these
conditions as they efficiently and effectively enable teams consisting of mem-
bers both inside and outside the organization to function. Such highly adapt-
able workplace portfolios are characteristic of distributed work environments.
One strategy is called the “elastic workspace” for its ability to adapt to tran-
sient situations.

The key to an elastic workspace strategy is flexible use of diverse external
resources while expanding the role of the traditional workplace from private to
public areas and from work to life modes.

For example, the area beyond the security line in central offices—traditional-
ly the domain of company employees alone—can be expanded and made
accessible to outside project members. Also, sites that are little used or high-
ly distributed can be trimmed in favor of external resources and services like
club-style offices and cafe spaces, or even active use of the Internet and pub-
lic infrastructure. These changes mark a paradigm shift from exclusion to shar-
ing and from ownership to use. Expansion of the workplace beyond the office
inevitably brings the work and life closer together. The bright line that tradi-
tionally separated public and private spaces no longer exists, so workplaces
must help the two coexist while allowing seamless switching between modes.
Support for both aspects of life—work and non-work—is allocated to central
office, club, cafe, and home according to the particular characteristics of each;
ubiquitous networks and mobile tools will aid smooth flow between them.
Finally, all of these are pulled together into a single over-arching environment
with flexible combinations of exclusivity and sharing, ownership and use. This

is the elastic workspace.
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The core of a distributed work place, offering functional
modules and services that support a variety of work activ-
ities, from solo to groupwork and from private to public
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Figure 5: A seamless distributed environment using various
functional modules
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Personal work sites with the same functionality as private
desks at Centers

For a work space to be elastic, choices of spaces and services available must
be functionally diverse enough to accommodate different job descriptions and
work styles. The workspace must also be amenable to change over time. What
users require most is to be able to use multiple sites as though they were one
location: working anywhere, anytime, and in the same way.

Modularization is one solution to how to unify choices across multiple sites
while preserving adaptability. Use of modular packages of standardized
forms, furniture, and other amenities means that modules can be combined
optimally for each work setting. For corporations, this offers a system with
functionality flexible enough to reallocate and transform as uses and circum-
stances change; for users, it offers a seamless environment with a single inter-
face across multiple sites: Even the first-time user of a club conference room
will be proficient with its facilities when they are identical to those in the
already-familiar central office.

Modular design elements must follow new design requirements. For example,
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Distributed work sites for members consisting of the
same modules as Centers, with services for both solo and
group workers
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For meetings and mobile work while on the road

the furniture and lighting in cafe spaces must offer ergonomic performance up
to workplace standards (without ruining the atmosphere). Also preferable is a
system where different people can adjust the environment based on individ-
ual needs and ways are available to maintain privacy and security even in the
proximity of public space. These systems must balance an ever wider array of
requirements in spaces where distinctions blur between public and private,

work and life.
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Connective elements
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These systems have to seamlessly connect disparate sites so they can func-
tion as a single, connected environment. In addition to a fast, reliable computer
network infrastructure, such arrangements also need a digital filing system
accessible from anywhere and remote communication tools. The same level of
services must also be provided online and onsite. These services should cover
needs in the private sphere of life as well. Assisting a good balance between
work and life helps each person work according to a personal work style and
adjust that style to that of the team, fostering smooth collaboration between
distributed workers as they navigate many situations.

In addition to these foreground measures, background systems and tools are
required to form and maintain community. Most office workers used to gath-
er at the same time in the same place to work, effortlessly sharing contextual
information. This contributed to deep familiarity with unspoken understanding
and a common workplace culture. These community relationships have not
been obviated by business practices and technologies that dictate work dis-
persed over time, space, and organizations. Indeed, creative work today
requires even greater teamwork given the varied knowledge, technologies, and
new ideas required to meet challenges. This requires rapid ad-hoc team for-
mation, smooth communication, and responsive collaboration.

Effective solutions will embed mechanisms for promoting relationships and
community in the background channel of daily activities. These could include
tools for sharing opinions and displaying ideas and results, and ways to make
activity records visible. Using technology to create personal profiles and cre-
ate work logs will help bring distributed workers back together, transcending
temporal and spacial limitations. What people are seeking is not space and
tools alone anymore, but also the other people whom these will allow them to

meet and collaborate.

Figure 6: Community tools for visualizing contextual information
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