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Fig 3. Importance of workspace features by generation

Each generation rates the importance of individual workspace features differently. An engaging workplace is most important to Generations Y 

and X, and acoustic privacy and having good meeting spaces are the most important feature for Baby Boomers. The data displayed in Figure 

3 was calculated in the following manner. For each workspace feature (such as “engaging workplace”) the importance rating scores from each 

generation were added together to create an overall importance score. In Figure 3, the scores for each generation are displayed as relative 

percentages of the total importance score for that feature. Thus, Figure 3 shows the relative percentage contribution of each generation to the 

overall importance score for that feature. 
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for a private office). The remaining issues of security, comfort and casual 

interaction are significantly less important to Baby Boomers. 

+  Generation X Like Generation Y, Generation X rates an engaging 

workplace as its most important issue (see Table 3). Not surprisingly 

safety and security at work is Generation X’s second most important 

workplace issue (see yellow bars, Figure 3, and Table 3) since their early 

lives were impacted by issues related to lack of physical, financial and 

emotional security (see Figure 1). They rate support for casual interaction 

as a close third in importance. Acoustic privacy is the least important 

issue for Generation X (Figure 3 and Table 3). 

+  Generation Y Because technology has freed this generation’s members 

to choose where and when they will work, the degree to which 

workspace provides an engaging experience is most important to its 

members (green bars, Figure 3, and Table 3). They rate security, comfort 

and casual interaction about equivalent in importance. They reserve their 

lowest ratings for quality of meeting spaces (see Figure 3 and Table 3). 

Table 3. Most and least important 
workspace features by generation

Generation Y and Baby Boomers are almost 

opposites on how they rated importance of meeting 

spaces and desire for an engaging workplace.
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Future Workspace Themes

We developed four likely themes of the future workspace by exploring the contrasts 

in importance ratings primarily between Baby Boomers and Generation Y, since the 

workplace is transitioning between those generations. The themes include: choice, 

experience, integrated work, and distributed interaction.

Theme 1: Choice

The office will serve as the setting for an array of social activities and collaborative 

work experiences, providing spaces that employees can choose from based on 

their immediate needs. 

Choice will be provided through a variety of means: training that helps employees 

make good decisions about use of space and technology resources, policies that 

support choice of location and time of work, and workspace design and furnishings that 

enhance employee control. Other research consistently finds a relationship between the 

amount of control provided by the environment and health and performance outcomes 

for office workers (O’Neill, 2007; 2010).

Theme 2: Experience

The purpose of workspace will shift from supporting function to creating 

experience. 

Generation Y rates “having a workplace that provides an engaging experience with the 

organization” as its most important feature—while Baby Boomers rate it lowest. 

Baby Boomers value function. Boomers, who typically separate their work and private 

lives, view the office workspace from a functional perspective. They want efficient 

spaces (which can also be luxurious, like the finishes in a fine automobile) but don’t 

expect or want spaces that evoke the emotional connectedness of home. They may 

even feel uncomfortable trying to work in office space that is overtly residential in feel.

Generation Y values connection. Because of the importance of social connection to 

Generation Y, typical office workers of the future will expect an engaging workspace 

(and work culture) that makes them feel good and keeps them coupled to people they 

value at work and in the organization at large (O’Neill, 2008; Wymer, 2008). Generation 

Y blend their work and private lives and value workspaces that let them connect their 

personal and work realms. Thus, they may desire residential-like scale, materials, 

lighting and layout that make them feel comfortable and “at home.” 

Function versus connection. In the future, the workspace will evolve from its strictly 

functional role (providing support for individual and group work processes), to being 

part of a holistic system that creates a work experience—embracing the social and 

emotional components of work. In addition, facility layout, workspaces, furnishings, 

Choice. The office will 

provide features, technology 

and policies that enhance 

employee choice and control 

over how, where and when 

they work.

Experience. The office will 

provide a unified, engaging 

work experience that moves 

beyond simple functionality of 

space, emphasizing security 

and social connection.
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policies, programs and technology will be designed to provide a consistency of this 

experience for every employee regardless of location—a unified, seamless fabric of 

work.

Give me shelter. The look and feel of the overall interior spaces will also convey a 

sense of shelter and the safety and security of home (remember security is also an 

important issue for Generation Y). In fact, the office will be a safer place because 

employee movement and location will be closely monitored and tracked through various 

means—ubiquitous cameras, smart employee badges, and room and furniture sensors 

—technologies that this younger generation of employees has grown up with and 

accepted.

Theme 3: Integrated Work

In the future, the most effective spaces will support the seamless transition 

of people moving between individual and group work modes, both between 

locations and within their primary workspaces. 

Research has shown the benefits of supporting individual and group work modes and 

transitions between those modes (O’Neill and Wymer, 2009). 

The future office will have an active feel. Consider the ambiance of small stores in 

an attractive town center, with a constant flow of people in and out of the space. Future 

office space will have this feel, providing the opportunity to “people watch” as a break 

from work—or there might be somebody coming or going that you want to talk to or 

meet. Contrast that atmosphere with the static library-feel from an earlier era in which 

people sat quietly all day in cubicles. The facility will also feel active because of the 

sounds from the many interactions occurring in the relatively open space. This noise 

will seem less distracting to the Generation Y population because they crave multiple 

sources of stimulation and prefer a multitasking work environment. 

The individual workspace will support shifts between heads down and group 

work modes. While individual workspaces may be smaller and have less enclosure 

in the future, they will still have features and cues that demarcate the boundaries 

of individual space. Highly flexible task seating (unlike rigid task chairs of yore) will 

be augmented with flexible and adjustable work tools (task lighting, monitor arm, 

shelving, storage, etc). The aim of providing these flexible features will be to enhance 

the seamless shift between heads down work and collaboration within the workspace, 

which has been related to improved performance (O’Neill, 2010).

Theme 4: Distributed Interaction

Meetings will become smaller, shorter in length and more casual, and meeting 

spaces will need to reflect this shift. 

The unit of work for the Baby Boomer is the meeting and the structured team. Thus, 

they value good quality formal meeting spaces to support this primary work mode. 

Integrated Work. The facility 

feels active and supports the 

seamless flow of people and 

work between locations and 

within the workspace.

Distributed Interaction. 
An easily accessed variety 

of meeting or multi-use 

spaces sprinkled throughout 

will largely replace formal 

meeting rooms and provide 

“on demand” privacy.
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Generation Y prefers short informal exchanges. Its members view formal meetings through a different 

lens, seeing them as somewhat confrontational, and thus preferring short, socially-tinged informal 

interactions in smaller groups within non-traditional meeting spaces. Generation Y is also more comfortable 

with the role technology can play in facilitating interaction, further undermining the importance of lengthy 

formal meetings and the need for formal meeting spaces. Thus, in the future the fundamental nature of 

meetings will shift from long and formal, to short and informal with a lower number of people involved.

A variety of informal meeting spaces will support future workers. To this end, the plan of office facilities 

will be “landscaped”—still quite open but interspersed with some enclosed offices, lots of formal and 

informal meeting spaces, huddle rooms of varying sizes and formats, and small amenity spaces (pantries, 

coffee nooks, etc.) (Wymer, 2009; 2010). Any of these spaces can be used to support the short, informal 

meeting style of the typical employee of 2020. 

Privacy can also be supported by informal meeting spaces used for distributed interaction. This 

study showed that Baby Boomers highly rate workspace that provides acoustic privacy while Generation 

Y rates it as one of their lowest concerns (see Figure 3). In general, Boomers expect, and highly value, the 

ability of an office to provide acoustic privacy. Generation Y does not share this expectation. Its members 

have been wireless at work from the start and are accustomed to moving around within an office space 

as work needs dictate. Thus, informal meeting spaces can support privacy for phone calls or face-to-

face conversations. Employees who need auditory privacy at a given moment will simply move to a space 

designed to support that experience.

Conclusions

As Baby Boomers become less of a force in the workplace, there will be a sea 

change in the way workspace features are valued, which will lead to a new office 

paradigm. 

Ten years from now, when you walk into a modern office will it look unrecognizable, 

incomprehensible? This is unlikely. It is probable, however, that the space will see 

quite different patterns of use by employees, will be managed differently, and will 

have evolved to a more strategic role in supporting the business. The workspace 

will represent a new kind of efficiency aside from solely cost considerations. This 

efficiency will reflect an effective alignment of the space resources with actual work 

styles and business requirements.
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