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I pensieri sono perle false 
finché non si trasformano in 
azioni. Sii il cambiamento 
che vuoi vedere avvenire 
nel mondo.  
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ABSTRACT 

Environment is a key variable in humans’ life. Offices make no exception to this rule. 

Evidence shows that employees’ wellbeing derives also from the physical and 

emotional features that compose the workplace. Too little concern is given to the 

words and needs of those individuals who actually live the office, and too much 

attention is still addressed toward architects’ estrus. A deep furrow of communication 

and interaction between employees and management and architects outlines a clear 

separation between functionality and aesthetics within the office walls. This work aims 

to understand the deepest meanings that each of the parties composing the consumer 

in the office furniture market gives to the office, and presents suggestions to balance 

any bias between such meanings. In so doing few essential features that must coexist 

in a workspace in order to reach an overall wellbeing and harmoniousness have been 

highlighted directly from parties’ experiences. By pulling all the features together, 

suggestions are made looking forward to break down several prejudices still strongly 

bounded to the concept of office, and to embrace a more open and interactive way of 
living the office from both sides of the consumer.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The World in which we are living has well thought us that pretending changes will 

never happen it is not only impossible but it is also undesirable. Statics environments 

lead to population’s death, both mental and physical. Changes, unforeseeable things 

and interactions with bran new places or people foster individuals to increase their 

problem-solving capability as well as suiting their flexibility and adaptability to more 

uncomfortable environments and situations. This in turn increases their survival 

probabilities and the improvement of the specie. As years passed by, humans have 

evolved according to the evolution of the environment in which they have been living in, 

strengthening their characters and changing their habits to suit better the 

characteristics of their habitat. Therefore, it can be said that the environment 

surrounding people has always be a variable that directly affected the life of humans 

and always will influence it. The environment around an individual has got the highest 

weight in the formula determining his mental status, wellbeing and consequently his 
behaviors, actions, performances and thus his level of productivity.  

Nowadays, most people are conducting a very standardized life style. A third of their 

daytime is spent sleeping, another third is spent working, and the last third is 

considered as free time and people finally have the entire control over their life. 

Spending a third of our life at work means in a way to be forced to live in a place built 

and designed by people who do not know our taste and our needs; and it also means 

to be surrounded by people we didn’t choose to live with that might not respect our 

desires. Exceptions are made for those more fortunate ones that can actually build 

their own space, their own office as they please. However such exceptions cannot be 

considered as the only real consumers of office furniture. In fact, in considering the 

office furniture market, it is hard to define a perfect definition of the word “consumer”. 

Consumer cannot only be considered to be the purchasing department or the 

management of a company, which has the power to acquire the materials to concretely 

build an office. Furthermore, consumer is neither only the architect, which designs the 

layout and the disposition of the furniture within the office space. Finally, consumer in 

the office furniture market is not even only the employee, which is the actual user of 

what the management and the architect have together realized and called office. The 
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consumer, therefore, can be metaphorically thought as a coin consisting of two sides. 

On one side there are the architect and the purchasing department or the managers, 

which together define the layout, the materials to be used, the style, the space, the 

costs, the functionality of the office according to the needs that the company presents 

to the architect. On the other side there are the employees, which will be living the 
office created for them by the other two parties.  

Every person is a world apart from the others, meaning that people may look alike but 

they have different ideas, different opinions, different beliefs and different needs due to 

their education, culture and experiences made during their lives. Companies, instead, 

as the history of office design has shown us, have never posed too much attention on 

their employees’ differences, thus their real desires and needs, when designing their 

offices. “Employees in different organizations have different office designs. Every office 

has unique furniture and spatial arrangements, lighting and heating arrangements and 

different level of noise” (Hameed and Amjad 2009, 1). The fact that a company might 

encompass different typologies of offices within its walls cannot be understood as a 

way to meet employees’ needs but instead as a way to better suit the differences 

among different working tasks. Plus, the fact that every company has its unique design 

comes with the fact that each architect has been studying under a master who 

transposed to his students a certain way of seeing things influencing each project in a 

different way according to the activity that will be practiced in the future office. The 

office is therefore a consequence of the labor that will be practiced in it. The office is 

the chamber that will contain the working activity, and given the characteristics of such 

activity the chamber will shape its framework to embrace it for the best. The office is 

nowadays designed according to the ideas and the artistic feature of an architect in 

accordance with the desires, the budget of the company and on what managers think 

their employees need to be well satisfied, given the features characterizing the working 
tasks that will be accomplished in such place.  

BNet Business Dictionary has defined in 2008 the office design as “the arrangement of 

workspace so that work can be performed in the most efficient way”. A great amount of 

literature has made clear more than once that office design is vital for an employee to 

be satisfied and in order to perform at his best capabilities. The more the office layout 
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encompasses the different features characterizing an individual, and thus the more it 

understands the multiple levels of an individual’s self and try to suit them at best, the 

more the individual will find himself in a place adequate to fulfill his needs, the more his 

level of satisfaction will increase, leading to a higher productive level. This series of 

ideas seems so straightforward that a natural question may be posed. Would it be so 

uneven to think of a world where employees are the designers of their own offices? If 

the environment surrounding an individual has such an elevated impact on his 

productivity, then why architects and companies are still not enough considering 

including employees in their office designing process? Just think about a hypothetic 

company where its employees have had the possibility to recreate their idyllic 

workstation given the knowledge and confidence of each individual regarding their own 

needs and their different and multifold aspects of the self. A place where they can feel 

like they are the missing piece of a wonderful puzzle, where they can find the highest 

degree of mental, physical and visual satisfaction. A place perfectly suited for taking 

advantage of every stimulus as well as a place where all the individual’s senses are 

evenly balanced. A place where everything is combined at best in order to enable the 

single employee to reach a higher level of productivity and to deliver a more efficient 

outcome. Such hypothetic view of the office sounds very amusing. However, it might 

have a limitation on a wider point of view on the office. The overall spatial integrity 

would no more be efficient for the harmony of the office or even no more exists, 

leading to a visual shambles that limits the productivity of the overall company. Totally 

different workstations might perfectly suited the self of each single employee living in 

one of them but on the other side they can influence and visually disturb the others 

employees. Offices are in first place the result of individuals gathered together and 

they are thus a pool of different experiences and cultures. As said before, individuals 

are different and have different personalities, tastes and needs. Such differences will 

eventually be displayed through the different idyllic workstations designed by each 

employee. The result would then be a merge of different cultural features through the 

composition of unique workstations. The office will then turn into a kaleidoscopic place 

where the company’s culture and identity, once identified as the pillars of the company 

itself, would no more be distinctly recognizable. 
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If offices are the mere results of the interplay between architects and 

management/purchasing departments’ desires and limits, they will turn into places that 

might be esthetically harmonious and beautiful but where the actual needs and 

satisfaction of the primary users of the office, the employees, cannot entirely be 

satisfied. Such offices might not be functional for individuals to efficiently accomplish 

their working tasks or to interact between one another affecting creativity and 

productivity. On the other side, if offices’ design is left in employees’ hands, offices 

might turn to be places without spatial strictness and integrity; places where 

companies would have a hard time in sharing their identities and cultures as well as in 

developing an environment fostering the interaction and communication between 

individuals. Therefore, a plan C must be considered. 

The purpose of this work is firstly to analyze the two sides of a same coin, the 

consumer in the office furniture market, investigating the meanings that both parties 

attribute to the concept of office by diving in their work lives. In order to achieve such a 

goal, in-depth interviews will be developed facing both employees, architects and 

members of companies’ purchasing departments. The aim is to reach different 

companies and different architectural studios in order to have a wider point of view on 

the above-mentioned meanings. By investigating the meanings of the office, this work 

tries to discover any bias between the perceptions of the two parties regarding the 

working space. Over this probable bias, solutions will then be proposed trying to 

balance the uneven perspectives in order to enable companies to create working 
places that actually satisfy the requests of the managerial and the operative side.  

The structure of this work consists in several parts. The first part is dedicated to the 

multifold definition of the word “office”, highlighting the many features composing such 

notion. Hereafter, a brief but enough detailed history of the evolution of the office is 

presented in order to the make the reader enough confident with the main changings 

that have characterized such working space and that have established to the notion of 

office as everyone is aware of. Here the focus is not much on the technical 

components of the office, but more on the role of employees within the evolution of the 

office. In the second part of this work, the concept of the office is momentarily left 

behind and the reader is taken through a deep explanation of what is considered an 
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individual’s self. Such concept of the self, according to the CCT approach, is then 

transposed to the office environment. This connection of arguments is important in 

order to better understand the importance that the environment has on the wellbeing of 

an individual, since, as it will be seen, everything surrounding an individual will affect 

his self. In the third part, the method used for the consumer analysis, which is the 

actual pillar of this work, is presented and developed. In the forth part, results to the 

analysis and conclusions are stated, comprehending possible solutions and proposal 
to reduce the bias mentioned above. 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

THE MAIN IDEA 

The following work is constructed and developed around few research questions. The 

main research question supporting the entire master thesis project aims to investigate 

which are nowadays the main meanings that the consumer of the office furniture 
market in Italy gives to the concept of the office. 

 

THE CONSUMER IN THE OFFICE FURNITURE MARKET 

Perhaps, such consumer cannot be identified with a unique, indivisible and 

unquestionable typology of consumer. The main assumption, therefore, of this work is 

that the consumer of this specific market must be considered as a figure composed of 

three different actors: the head of the company and the architects, which together have 

long been the ones that constituted the primary decision-making body within the office 

space development and arrangements; and the employees, better to be viewed as the 

main and final real users of the office and of the furniture decorating the work spaces. 

Therefore, whenever thinking about the office furniture consumer, it is no more rational 

and valuable for humans’ well-being and their satisfaction to consider only the 

company as the mere consumer of office furniture. The two spheres of the consumer – 

a decision-making, more autonomous one, and a more powerless and dependent one 
– must always be kept in mind and considered. 
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THE OFFICE FURNITURE MARKET TODAY IN ITALY  

The office furniture market in Italy, as many others markets, has been dramatically hit 

by the economic crisis started in 2008. The domestic market is still recovering from 

heavy hitches and it is still suffering the lack of domestic demand. Exports are slightly 

growing especially in the furthest markets, giving to the sector breeding grounds to 

grow significant and healthy businesses, keeping made in Italy products above the 

standards. Nevertheless, exports have hard times to face and carry out the -11% 

points of production occurred in this market in the last two years. A negative trend that 

will gain three more perceptual points referred to 2013 production level. The main 

feature leading to such a dramatic situation is twofold. On the one hand, there is an 

evident increase in the international trade that shows the foreign demand interfaced 

with the main Italian trade partners. On the other hand, there is the Italian recession, 

which still plays a strong role in the domestic economy, especially in the consumption 

of durable goods (Centre for Industrial Studies, 2013). 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN 

Given the above-mentioned assumption and the main research question regarding the 

meanings connected to the concept of nowadays offices, the path chosen in order to 

develop this work has been design to analyze also few milestone, which understanding 

would lead to a deeper comprehension of the associations and meanings assigned to 

the office. As a matter of fact, this paper work gives answer to what the office 

represents for the employed people as well as for the architects and the company itself. 

Furthermore, this thesis aims to find and highlight which are the features that still are 

considered as fundamental pillars within the office space from both the spheres 
composing the office furniture consumer’s figure.  

Once highlighted such milestones and the associations given by the three parties 

involved in this research, bias are identified and considered as starting point on which 

solutions and ideas can be developed in order to reduce such divergence and align 
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employees needs with company needs and desires through the expert hands of the 
architects. 

In order to achieve such goal, a choice must be taken according to the methodology 

used. For the purposes of this work, in-depth interviews have been addressed toward 

a casual sample of individuals corresponding to the characteristics of the office 

furniture consumer. More in particular, a total number of 17 in-depth interviews have 

been done, 10 of which addressed to employed people, 4 interviews were made to 

qualified architects, and 3 to top managers. In-depth interviews have the great 

capability of combining different stimuli, not only answers coming from the words 

spoken by the interviewee but also unspoken answer coming from body movements, 

the behavior during the interview, and the different glances and voice tone when 
talking about different arguments.  

 

LIMITS FROM THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

A lot of literature can be found regarding the history of office design and architecture, 

the evolution of workspaces, on how to manage office spaces, and lately even on the 

work-life balance. In regard to the research of meanings attached to nowadays office 

concept, no evidence have been found of existing academic papers or literature review. 

Increasing attention has been forwarded toward the direct and strong bond between 

employees’ satisfaction and their productivity within companies, also taking in 

consideration surrounding environment as a preliminary variable in such relation. 

However, there are no studies that attempt to investigate the meanings that employees, 

architects and top managers give to the concept of office in order to better understand 

which are their actual needs and how to improve and solve any bias between them by 

also looking forward to innovate the workspace as well. This lack of literature, on the 

one hand, highlights the misunderstanding of individuals in regard to who really is the 

consumer in the office furniture market. Studying and understanding the meanings 

associated with the office of the people living in it means acquiring a detailed and more 

reliable knowledge of their real needs within the company walls. By mastering the 

actual needs of the office furniture consumer as a whole, it gives the possibility to 

construct an office environment adequate to the desires and necessities of the 
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individuals, increasing their satisfaction and in turn their level of productivity.  On the 

other hand, however, such lack of present knowledge in regard to this argument gives 

the possibility to deeply investigate a new topic leading to the possibility of fostering 

innovations that can change the negative production trend this market is actually 
facing. 

Apart from trying to educate and sensitize people to the importance of employees 

opinions, needs, ideas and capability of adding value to the company, due to their 

validity, the implication and subsequently the solutions proposed at the end of this 

work hope to enrich both office and consumer behavior’s literatures, putting the first 

brick of a future wall that will see the interaction and collaboration between to 

disciplines that for long have seen the role of the employee under two opposite 
perspectives. 

 

 

A PLACE CALLED OFFICE 

The word “office” gathers an entire sphere of meanings. It derives from the Latin word 

opificium – or opus facere – and it primarily means to elaborate something, to put in 

place an outcome. In ancient times, the term office was used to represent the service 

offered and afterwards the locus where things were done and where the tools used by 

the master and his apprentices were kept. However, the identity of the office has been 

changing over the last years due to factors such as technology as well as a wider 

range of approaches in fulfilling working tasks, leading to a more intangible way of 
doing things.  

Nowadays the office must stand as a meeting point of different features. First of all it 

has to be perceived as the home of the core knowledge, which coincides with the 

pillars on which the business is built upon. All the outcomes, either products or 

services, presuppose a basic knowledge, which also delineates the degree of know-

how that distinguishes a company from its competitors and that determinates its style. 

This means that the office encompasses both the knowledge and the methods used by 
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a firm “to do things”. This is not just it. There must be also linkages between the 

knowledge and the way of doing a job. A company ensures such connections in the 

office through the continuous release and share of the know-how with its workforce. A 

firm must be able to teach their employees every detail of the core knowledge to let 

them replicate the exact same perfectly done work. Along with the knowledge, values, 

objectives, goals and achievements must be divulgated as well. Furthermore, the 

office is where different people, different characters and perspectives gather together 

every day. Interpersonal relationships must be enhanced in the offices and not 

prohibited since they represent the starting point for creativity and new ideas to scatter. 

As a matter of facts Ezio Manzini (1990) once said that the office is the place where 

the machinery and the tools of a new type of work are concentrated; a work in which 

hands are no more the ones in charge of working hard, instead the mind is. And it is 

here where the worker meets and struggles with the new constraints and possibilities 
presented by the immaterial matter. 

Office therefore is a word that does not refer only at the mere workspace. It also 

identifies the people who are working within it. On average a person spends a third of 

his day at work dealing with well-defined space, objectives and people. The office then 

can be compared to a community. As in every community, each member has his role. 

In the office such roles are identified by the position that a member has, his workspace 

and the connection with the company and its values. In this environment, a person’s 

workspace becomes a point of reference as well as the proof that he belongs to a 

group and his self-image (Piardi et al. 2012). This particular bond is called territoriality. 

The composite nature of the office must be as flexible as to embrace a whole range of 
possibilities in which people may manifest their selves. 

Companies must guarantee and foster their workforce wellbeing, which dedicates so 

much strength and time to the assigned working tasks. As a starting point, companies 

may actively involve their employees in the design of the organization workspace. A 

smart office is an office that seriously considers the deepest needs of its workforce and 
fosters mutual communication at different levels in the organization. 
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THE OFFICE (R)EVOLUTION 

Allegedly, the merit of building the first edifice designated to offices – the place in 

which intangible works such as the accounting and administrative practices are 

performed - goes to Cosimo I De Medici in XVI Century. The patriarch issued a release 

to build a structure that gathered all his administrative officials, enabling him to 

supervise their work. This place was called the Uffizi Palace, right in the center of 

Florence so that also common people had an easier way to reach administrative 

offices of the government. By working together and with a harder hand of control on 
their necks, the officials improved the level of efficiency and efficacy of their outcomes.  

The planimetry of the building was extremely simple. The base consisted of two 

parallel rectangular naves and a third one perpendicular to the formers. A long corridor 

paced the whole nave and was wide as half of the nave’s length. Several rooms each 

designated to be an office occupied the other half. The internal decorations of these 

offices weren’t properly suited for the role. What stood as a desk may have been a 

dining table for instance. However, how the spaces were managed as well as the 

public access to edifice, the supervision and the efficiency became the main features 
characterizing the palace-office. Such features are considered vital still now. 

In the history of the office, no trace of further public investment in this sector has been 

found. Or at least none has been enhanced until the Nineteenth Century. For private 
concerned, houses’ first floor was generally used as emporiums.  

At the end of the Nineteenth Century great discoveries were made. New materials 

were found in the hinterland. Iron, glass and concrete had been the most valuable in 

the architecture field. With the availability of such raw materials, the breakthrough 

innovation of the elevator at the end of the Century and the spread of new 

transportation vehicles, architects were able to create spaces that could be easily 

reached along a vertical axis. It’s the birth of the first skyscraper, and with it the 

elevator-building era started. This Century was also the period representing the 

industrial revolution as well as the assembly line and a new work philosophy, the 
Taylorism.  
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Such novel features had a direct influence on the concept of office, modeling both the 

hierarchy of the spaces and the way in which things are accomplished. Employers 

preferred to settle their offices on the top floors of the new type of buildings, 

relinquishing the comfort and prestige of what was considered the main floor in the 

ancient buildings. Furthermore, the mechanism of the assembly line was transposed 

inside the office’s walls. The aim was to establish in the office the same amount of 

control and rationality, as well as an efficient disposition of the workforce. In this way 

the Taylorism reformed the office structure by increasing the strictness of the 

boundaries between different positions in the office hierarchy, distinguishing between 

people who had the knowledge and people who had not, between who decided what 

to do and who actually did it.  

Working tasks became standardized and with them also the workspace did. A wide 

bare rectangular area consisting of a great number of identical and perfectly lined 

desks parallel to the main axis of the building characterized the offices. Restrooms and 

stairs were located at the edge of the space. Management was physically separated 

from the employees’ main room.  Natural light was almost inexistent once the doors of 

the office were crossed. Artificial lighting was given by the combustion of mineral 

material, a danger for the worker. The structure of the area and the disposition of the 

interiors determined also the main circulation path of the people working in the office. 

In this purview, where almost everything is made available to the employee in order to 

avoid any unnecessary take offs from the desk that would remove him from his task for 

too long, employees became as sedentary as the worker in the assembly line. No 

attention was addressed to the wellbeing of the workforce neither to the mutual 

communication between different departments. What mattered mostly was that the 

atmosphere issued from every point of view of the office was of efficiency, reliability 
and tidiness. Offices were mostly projected to state the corporate image. 

Such office framework, known as Office Plan, remained the optimal standard for 

almost half a Century. Due to its simplicity, it has been applied to all different types of 
buildings and commercial activities, both private and public. 
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OPENING SPACES, SHIFTING FOCUES 

In 1950’s the figure of the employee was reconsidered. Employers realized that their 

workforce couldn’t be treated as one more gear of their factory. It followed that also the 

space inside the office abandoned the rigid and closed scheme for a more open 

framework that enhanced the information flow between employees. It has been stated: 

“wide open offices are preferred to spaces with equal dimension but divided in littler 

rooms since the formers enable an easier control and communication as well as a 
better light and air systems” (Benevolo 1981,729).  

It is the time of the open space; it is the time of the Bürolandshaft (Office landscape). 

In this type of office, which model is based upon the main stereotype of the German 

factories after the Second World War, the parallel lines of standardized desks forcing a 

defined employees circulation path vanished. This could be achieved also thanks to 

the change from mechanic-based to electronic-based office machineries, fading their 

bothersome noise. If before the employees’ workstation were all turned toward one 

direction facing the management offices, in 1950’s islands of desks representing 

different working groups were disposed in an unordinary way. Employees were facing 

each other members of their working groups. In this way the scepter of control was no 

more held only by the hands of the management, every employee became a 

supervisor of one another. It seemed as if the interior decors gained their 

independence from the structure of the elegant and classic building in which they were 

conserved. Most importantly, it is the information flow that established the scheme of 

the workspace. Once, the disposition of the workstation were so to unable the 

workforce to share comments or chat with one another, thinking that it would have lead 

only to a waste of time and therefore a decrease in the outcome. In this period, instead, 

given also the establishment of technology such as the calculator and the writing 

machine, relations within the office workforce were enhanced also through the 

disposition of the space, since they were considered the pillars of a new method of 

working based on the information flow. Functional and communicational bounds are 

therefore preferred to the bureaucratic and hierarchical ones. As a matter of fact, the 

“Duce” of the office was recognizable no more on the basis of the hugeness of his 
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office but on its proximity to the windows and thus on the amount of natural light 
approaching his desk. 

The Bürolandshaft model is a point of turn in the history of the office design for two 

more reasons. For the first time the focus is directed towards the quality of the 

outcome but in respect to the view of the employee. It has been proved in these years 

that the level of performance of a single worker is given by the degree of his wellbeing 

in the office environment. Cultural conflicts, subdivisions of the workforce, scarce light, 

and unpleasant environment are all features that might cause a decrease in the 

wellbeing of the employee and thus a decrease in his efficiency. Secondly, also the 

image of the office gained its importance. With the development of this model, the 

image perceived from a quick look at the office as a whole had to be able to transmit to 

the watcher both the hierarchy of the employees and the employers within the place 
and also the idea of collectivity managing the entire space.  

In the 1970’s the German psychologist Lewin formally theorized the link between 

human and the environment. He had been the first to introduce the terms “group 

dynamics” and “participated research”. He made crystal clear that not only a given 

environment surrounding a person influence his status, both physical and mental, but it 

also affect how this person can create relations with other human beings and the way 

in which he communicates with them. Therefore, it appeared that the human behavior 

correspond to the total sum of both personal and environmental variables. From now 

on, planning an office would also include thoughts about how to ensure the comfort of 

the employees, leading to the application to the workstations of the basic principles of 

the ergonometric, to the insertion of green plants inside the space and to a more 

extensive use of glass material in order to establish an indirect but constant eye 
contact with the outside environment.  

Even if in the purposes of the employers the wellbeing of their workforce might not 

have been the priority, the single employee was acquiring more and more attention. 

The office space had lost its characteristics of authority and rigidity for a more 

democratic and harmonious display of the interiors. It had been stripped of its 

monothematic characteristic of being built around a single function, giving space to the 

possibility of creating an informal and variable multifunctional environment.  
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THE ACTION OFFICE 

Robert Probst has accomplished a notable shift in trend in the office evolution. After 

years of researches and workshops alongside one of the most valuable furniture 

company, Herman Miller Inc., he evaluated the main features of the Bürolandshaft 

model and gathered that it was lacking in more than one concern. There were few 

gaps that had to be dealt with such as the balance between the level of privacy and 

the degree of employees’ implication, the perception of a well-defined structure of the 

office that must coexist with an informal environment promoting communication, and 

the increasing preoccupation toward a lower level of blood circulation due to the 
elevate number of hours spent by employees sitting at their desks. 

Given these matters, Probst presented a new office concept known as Action Office. 

The aim of this new typology was to transform the Bürolandshaft office into a more 

flexible and creative place, leaving behind any possible form of uniformity and 
anonymity. 

The main constituent characterizing the Action Office was the panel system. Such 

system consisted of a series of independent modular unfixed panels of different 

heights and supplied with drawers, work surfaces and lights, whose utility was multifold. 

They were used to create paths in the office as well as to dispose the workstation in 

such a way to connect certain desks and in the meantime to isolate other workgroups, 

or just to delimitate the areas assign for collective purposes from those used for 
individual concerns.  

It was also a space efficient system. Four panels disposed in a cross with a horizontal 

shelf embedded in each angle give place to a workstation in which four people might 

accomplish their tasks. “The vertical dimension predominate the space whereas the 

horizontal dimension, or the integrated work surfaces, is a mere accessory” (Office 
Layout 1999, 52).  

It must be kept in mind that such typology of office was first of all a concept and only 

afterwards a product. Such concept “is firmly grounded in the principle that furniture 

systems must support the ever-changing work process” (Bellini 1988, 178). Jobs were 

changing from being made of simple tasks to be the sum of different functions. 
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Therefore, the Active Office enabled an architect to deal with the fact that working 

tasks have their multifold variation and thus allowed employees to change their 

working space in order to better please what their job demanded. Its primary 

characteristic of accommodating every facet of a job and an employee’s desire of 

changing his perspective in the office had a further interesting lapel. It was the model 

of office that was most prepared to embrace technological innovations. The panel 

system was perfectly suited to cover cables as well as to host particular shelves to 

hold calculators and other futuristic objects. It was a solution ready for changes in the 

way of accomplishing jobs and in the socio-cultural environment. “Unfortunately, the 

innovative potential of this flexible and modular mode of display had been almost 

entirely canceled by a speculative logic addressed by the management who has 

considered, among the strengths of the panel system, only the possibility of 
concentrate a higher number of employees” (Sias 1990, 112). 

TECHNOLOGICAL EMPOWERMENT 

Until the 80’s, as far as the big offices with an equally elevated number of employees 

are concerned – since more modest offices didn’t perceived that much of a change – 

the most adopted plan was the Action Office. However, these years are also those 

characterized by the raise of the middle class, or, in terms of office hierarchy, the raise 

of specialized employees. This meant the need for more specialized workstations and 

a decrease in the number of desks designed for simple tasks. Along with this fact, the 

computer revolution gave further inputs to turn back the current office trend. A big open 

area that gathered all the employees together was no more the most efficient solution. 

Communication flow was mostly accomplished via cable systems resulting in a partial 

elimination of stored documents and verbal communication. The fundamental pillar of 

the office landscape vanished. The employees’ need for privacy became now more 
than before an inevitable fair point.  

Furthermore, a breakthrough innovation was presented to the market. The computer 

giant IBM introduced to the world the first Personal Computer, a milestone that 

drastically changed the office sector. The computer room with limited access to 

designated people has been reorganized for more useful purposes. Almost 

immediately every workstation was supplied with one PC and with dividing walls to 
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ensure employees with a discreet level of privacy. The landscape in the office could be 

compared to a maze. In order to preserve a certain level of orthogonal order, the 

“closed” workstations were disposed along a main “street” which lead to an inner hall. 

These two spaces highlighted the office social center spot, which aim was to 

encourage a circulation path that involved an almost forced interaction with the other 
people in the area. 

During the ten years afterwards, such concept has been broadened even more. The 

“neighborhood planning” has been developed. The “street” was as such to connect 

also different departments and has been enriched with “street cafes” or “squares”. This 

architectonical element became very important for two main reasons. On the 

company’s side, a place that enhances collectivity helps people to share ideas, to let 

them oxygenize their brains, to look at problems from another perspective and thus it 

fosters creativity. Also due to a more confidential atmosphere than the one reigning in 

the corridors. On the employee’s side, the street could mean a recreational place as 
well as an escape from an entire working day sitting on a chair.  

At this point of the office evolution is very interesting to consider how the situation has 

reversed. Last Century the office was synonymous of a private space in opposition to 

the common areas of the firm. In 1990’s the main focus has been addressed to spaces 

assigned for collective purposes. Notable is also the shift from privileging a rigid and 

standardized environment in order to enforce the corporate image, to an almost 

feverish apprehension toward the single person working in the office and the 
environment surrounding him in order to achieve a more efficient outcome. 

With the enrichment of society, people started requiring a higher quality in their 

demand and certainly at that time criticisms were the order of the day. In an article 

wrote by Luigi V. Mangano, the General Director of DEGW, for the editorial Ufficio 90, 

he argued: “Another important aspect of the changes within the office world is that 

today operative costs and the costs of building maintenance are equal to 60% of 

company expenses (having subtracted personnel salaries and benefits). One therefore 

concludes that the time and money invested in the awareness of the organization’s 

demands, together with the typologies of the users, as well as a careful preparation of 

the programme of spatial needs, are converted into flexible buildings, into spaces that 
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actually accomplish their function, that cost less, and into creative instruments which 

are incubators of new potentialities for the user. It will be necessary, on the short term, 

to face these new requirements, to give both the market and users buildings which 

embody an elevated “intelligence quotient” and new characteristics, not merely 

directional buildings which are simple the total sum of square meters” (Mangano 1990, 
16). 

Almost as to answer Mangano own critics, the DEGW combined a research with the 

BRE – Building Research Establishment – resulting in the publication of an important 

taxonomy in 1996.  Based on the degree of openness of the workspace, standing both 

as the level of privacy and as the level of workers’ concentration, such study declared 

that four main typology of work environments could be designed. By displaying these 

patterns on a work spectrum where, on one extreme, there are jobs that need high 

level of collaboration and, on the other extreme, jobs that can be accomplish in 

absolute autonomy, their distinguishing feature can be perceived. Different working 

tasks require different levels of privacy; these configurations can cover all different 
degrees.  

Of course, each type of office is characterized by a different disposition of the interiors, 

different workforce employed and different technology supplied. In fact, technology 

plays a significant role since thanks to its continuous evolution it enables everyday 

activities to become more easily achievable as well as offices can stretch toward a 
higher degree of automatism.  

The four different types of offices designed are the following (Fantoni 2012). 

1. The Den. It is characterized by high level of space openness providing an 

excellent base to carry out collaborative-intensive working tasks. The interiors 

are disposed as to enhance interaction between people who have elevated 

communicational skills and a tendency toward teamwork. 

 

2. The Club. With its multifold architectonical aspects represent the perfect 

environment to foster creativity. In fact this typology of office is perfectly suited 

for highly creative jobs. It is consisted of common areas where collaboration can 
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be easily managed, and spaces dedicated to individual tasks. It represents the 

perfect balance between a high level of interaction and a high level of 

collaboration. The name of this typology comes right from the Gentlemen Club 
where both kinds of tasks – individual and collective – can be done. 

 

3. The Hive. It represents the exact opposite environment than the Club. The 

interiors are structured as groups of four workstations each with its own 

delimitated space. A sort of standardized cubicle is addressed to each 

employee, whose tasks do not require any interaction with other people and a 
discreet level of management control. 

 

4. The Cell. It is the best office configuration for intelligence-intensive work. High 

separation walls and closed spaces characterize this pattern. Each employee 

has its box-office. The basic assumption is a job that requires a great amount of 
autonomy between each component of the workforce.  

 

To better answer employees’ 

diversities in their duties but also in 

their skills, companies began to design 

their plans in a way that could 

comprehend all the 4 types of 

concepts addressed to the different 
divisions. 

In more recent years, what is radically 

taking place, especially in the most 

modern offices, is the tendency of 

working in a social way. “Innovations 

such as cloud computing, tablets and 

smartphones are having a serious impact on the demand of spaces within the 

Figure 1 Different office typologies existing between 
collaboration and authonomy 
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company; however, even if the demand for collaborative spaces will increase, offices 

will not disappear all of a sudden” (Page 2012, 57). The probability of a future work 

environment with no physical offices as a place to meet other collaborators or clients is 

equal to zero. As Andrew Laing, managing director of DEGW North America, states in 

an article for the magazine Fortune: “The assumption that virtual communication and 

remote work environments will entirely replace the need to physically gather people 

together is flawed. The richness of face-to-face communication allows for fast paced 

and ad hoc interactions, which help to speed up decision making and information flow 

in ways that have not yet been fully matched by purely virtual work environments” 

(Laing 2011, 32). The in-company office will still remain a stronghold. It will be no more 

thought as the place where workers must go every day. It will be the place where 

employees go whenever they want to achieve a more intense communication or higher 

quality collaboration. Physical communication allows the identification of emotional 

details unperceivable during virtual communication. Therefore it must be design for 

and supplied with adequate collaborative structures, in order to deliver a higher value 

added than homeworking. On the management side, offices will be the main tool to 

foster employee’s loyalty, to measure how much managers involve their teams in their 
work and to build and share the organization culture. 

The focus of a company is therefore twofold. At the same time there is a fully concern 

about the space addressed to the single employee, and an increase in interest for the 

collaborative spaces. Due to this late evolution and the central role of the employees in 

the action plan of the companies, each firm must design the office that better suit its 
situation.  

A common trend, however, can be gathered from the same article just mentioned 

above: “according to a IPD UK study, the average space per employee has diminished 

by 4% annual” (Page 2012, 57). Along with this data, silence evidence can be found 

analyzing everyday newspapers: “Offices are vanishing. No more desks, computers 

disappeared along with the fix telephones and the family pictures. Most advanced 

companies deliver to their employees a case with just a pc and cell phone in it. Then, 

everyone work where and when he pleased. Who cares can still go inside the 

company. In this case, however, he has to settle wherever there’s a spot. Nobody has 
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a fixed place for himself, neither managers have. There are desks, but they have 

wheels so they can be moved according to daily needs. It is not fantasy work. It is 

already happening. In the Milanese Siemens plan, for example. Nine hundred 

employees. Here the nomad office revealed immediately to be meritocratic: what 
counts are the objectives achieved” (Corriere della Sera, 2012). 

It is certainly a matter of questioning the ancient parameters of how things are 

accomplished. It is, therefore, a matter of changing the way in which people see the 

office, and their mental approach to the business world. The fundamental fixed 

features composing the office have been unhinged by the technology progress during 

the years, as well as people habits and behaviors. It would be redundant to think that 

people will change their working habits accordingly to the change in their needs, which 

will affect the surrounding environment. It is a lesson that can be learnt from the past. 

Curious is to look at the predictions made for the future concepts of office. DEGW 

declared that the features characterizing the future scenario of the workspace would 
be: 

• an increase in employees’ nomadism;  

• spaces within the firm will be different according to the different functions they 

are addressed to; 

• the decision on which pattern an office should be designed will take in 

consideration also the team’s opinion; 

• the 9-17 work schedule will no more be suited for the future working tasks. 

Working period will be longer and uneven; 

• collective areas will have several different concepts; 

• teleworking and homeworking will be combined to temporary manage and share 

specific space configuration. 

On the basis of these features, DEGW developed four possible future concepts of 

office: the “image” workplace, the “nodal” workplace, the “social” workplace and the 
“delocalized” workplace. 

The “image” workplace contradicts the trend reigning fifty years ago where office 

spaces couldn’t be more anonymous and impersonal. This type of future office will 
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manifest in each centimeter of its space the values characterizing the company. It will 
be the main identifier of the activities and tasks accomplish there. 

The “nodal” office is the place that takes revenge from the rigidity and isolation of 

ancient work environment. It will be characterized by new organization systems such 

as hot-desking and hotelling. These two methods are based on an unassigned seating 

system in office spaces. Hot-desking comprehends a single unassigned workstation 

used by different employees during different time period. Hotelling instead is the use 

by different employees of an assigned workstation during different working hours. A 
framework that will especially satisfy the needs of consultants. 

The “social” workplace will be the mirror-inverted image of the highly hierarchical firms, 

where chatting and exchanging ideas and perspectives was perceived as loosing 

precious time and outcomes. It will be a place where projects will be addressed toward 

the realization of accidental social interactions and interpersonal relations, from which 
creativity scatters and serendipity happens.  

The “delocalized” office, instead, follows the ever-changing flow of technology. 

Technology had permitted humans to choose their own workplace, uprooting the 

concept of fixed and standardized office. This concept of office will underline that 

offices should no more be an umpteenth result of extreme globalization. Furthermore, 

it regrets the idea of the company as a defined physical space: employees will work 

wherever they please bringing their company outside of its own walls. Working might 
be at home, in the office or on the go. 

Vitra realizes very interesting magazines about the office culture and spirit from their 

point of view. In last year number, it is stated: “The office of tomorrow will be a space 

that offers open structures and transparency, flexibility and comfort. The vitality of a 

company revealed visually thorough colors and material choices, and people within 

that office are offered social places to come together, communicate and create. 

Temporary workplaces are just as important as fixed desks, and the opportunity to 

retreat is valued as much as collaboration. The office of tomorrow is an office in motion” 

(Vitra 2012, 84). Human beings are organisms much more complex than machines or 

any other technological device, therefore it is unintelligible the idea that has been 
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reigned for centuries to relegate people to something static as a single desk, or a 

standardized space disposition. Form the beginning humans have been nomads with a 

desperate need of belonging somewhere and to interact with others. Offices than will 

be as a public property where employees are free to move because if you move, you 

see other things. If you see other things, you think differently and arrive to other 
solutions (Bouroullec 2011). 

In all these years offices evolved along with technology and cultural changes, following 

the genius – and sometime insane – point of view of people with the capability of 

foresee future behavioral trends, architects perhaps. It soars spontaneous at this point, 

after reviewing the evolution of the office, a question concerning the role of the 

employee in the design of an office. It has been seen that as years passed by the 

architects and employers’ focus has shifted more on more on the wellbeing of the 

employee. If they find their selves more comfortable at work they’ll work well and they’ll 

be more efficient. To this concerned, ergonometric principles have been studied 

regarding the perfect posture to adopt during working time on which furniture has been 

shaped, normative defending rights and the wellbeing of people has been developed 

and made sure everyone respected it. In recent years, sustainability gained a major 

role in organizations. Thus, maybe moved by some sort of collaborative process or 

only driven by government say, companies started reorganizing their plans to embrace 
sustainability.  

What is impressive is that changes to organizations’ offices have always come from an 

exterior input – from the idea of an architect as well as from a change in cultural 

behaviors. What would happened if architects actually meet employees and discover 

that their secular milestones of how to design an office are perceived as useless or 

even not perceived at all by the employees since what matters to employees are totally 

different features? What would the office look like if its architect were the employee 
working in such space?  
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ME, MY SELF AND I 

From the evolution of the office it can be easily gathered how the workplace had 

transformed into a framework oriented towards the enhancement of relations and 

collaboration. The number of studies, which results affirm that work and relations 

within the workplace have an influence on employees’ productivity, has increased. An 

increase in productivity is given in general either by high concentration or by stimuli 

coming from the surroundings. The two variables – work and relations – have an 

impact on the way in which a person looks at and understands things surrounding him. 

This inevitably leads to the fact that the environment in which a person lives shapes 

his character as well as his personality, emotions, values and objectives. Since 

individuals are now spending a third of their daily time at work, it can be stated that 

workplace are increasingly modifying employees own identity and the perception of 

those items such as values, emotions, objectives, experiences that gathered form what 

is called the self.  In this regard Al Gini in his 2001 production stated: “where we work, 

how we work, what we do at work, and the general climate and culture of the 
workplace indelibly mark us for life” (Gini 2001, 2). 

Before going any further in exploring and exploiting the connection between the self 

and the workplace, it is necessary and of truly importance to direct the focus towards 
the wide and twisted argument of the self. 

The self has long been the matter of researchers’ attention and discussions in many 

fields from psychology to consumer consumption analysis. Therefore, different 

definitions and different faces of definitions of the self have been developed in the last 

century. Of course the degree to which such definitions differ in the nature of the 

assumption of the self depends on more than one feature such as culture and time 

periods. In the following pages more than one approach will be recall. However, the 
Consumer Culture Theory will be adopted along the entire work. 

A note must be addressed to the reader about the difference approaches in the 

literature between the concept of self and the one of identity. It is not that rare of an 

episode to listen to people talking about individuals’ identity while referring to their self. 

Unfortunately, identity and self-concept are not considered to be the same thing by 
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everyone. More precisely some may think that an individual’s identity is an integral part 

of his own self-concept. It might be said that the identity is a subpart of the self. 

Obviously this statement is arbitrary to the approach chosen for better define the 

concept of identity. Scholars have developed two main approaches regarding the 
definition of (consumer) identity: a cognitivist approach and a constructivist approach.  

The cognitivist approach is built upon the idea that individuals’ identity coincides with 

personality. As Mittal reports in his 2006 composition regarding such approach, “self is 

view as a sum of personal qualities, more or less enduring, that an individual sees 

himself in possession of. These include personality traits in their subjective version (i.e. 

personality traits as perceived by the person himself/herself) as well as any superficial 

behavioral and body appearance traits” (Mittal 2006, 290). For the cognitivist scholars, 

therefore, the identity coincides with the image of an individual’s reflection in a mirror 

that comprehend both his physical aspect and his personality as he sees it. I look into 

the mirror and I define my identity by matching it with the image reflexed and with the 

personality issued from it; this image as a whole is also the identity perceived by the 
people surrounding me. 

The constructivist approach, instead, reveals a more elaborate nature of an individual’s 

identity. These scholars state that a person’s identity is not given from the beginning, 

from his birth. Identity is the total sum of the experiences incurred and the culture 

gained and developed through out these experiences. A cultural lens is indeed a 

distinguishing feature in this approach. The knowledge of an individual, both coming 

from education and life-learnt episodes, shapes his way of thinking, his way of 

behaving, and his future objective. An individual’s culture shapes his identity. What we 

are is what we know, the choices we have made, the relations we decided to sustain 

and the lessons we have acquired. Individuals’ identity coincides with their cultural 

identity, it is therefore “contextually situated and discursively constructed” (Godley 
2003, 274). 

Identity is a minor part composing the self in the sense that identity represents the core 

self. It encompasses the pool of consciously defined character features that distinguish 

an individual: beliefs, values, assumptions, decisional premises and preferences 

(Smith 1950). The identity is the answer to the questions “who am I?” “Who do I want 
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to be?” and “who do I want others to think I am?”. The remained part of the self is 

known as the extended self. Both the two approaches mentioned above conceder the 

self as coinciding with the identity. For both the groups of scholars the self can only be 
conceived “sans possession”, without the extended self. 

The Consumer Culture Theory, instead, adopted another point of view regarding the 

concern of Self. The CCT “is not a unified, grand theory, nor does it aspire to such 

nomothetic claims. Rather, it refers to a family of theoretical perspectives that address 

the dynamic relationships between consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural 

meanings” (Arnould and Thompson, 2005, 868). It develops its thesis around a 

fundamental premise. The world in which we are living is “neither unified, monolithic, 

nor transparently rational” (Arnould and Thompson, 2005, 875), but instead the world 

is actually a pool of symbolic and mythic resources through which individuals, 

consciously or not, discover and develop continuously their self. Under this approach, 

the figure of the human being is seen as both a seeker and a builder of identities. As a 

matter of facts, identities are not given; they are not something that already exists from 

the moment of birth. Individuals are made of a ‘malleable material’ that can be 

constantly shaped through the disclosure of the symbolic resources that compose the 

world. Such disclosure happens whenever an individual makes an experience, any 

kind of experiences. The act of learning a language or buying a determined product 

among others, for example, is an experience and as such it shapes an individual self. 

However, experiences and actions of an individual are guided by a variable that 

designs the external frame in which an individual will operate. Such variable is called 

culture. The word culture doesn’t have a unique definition since it has multifold 

meanings. Under the CCT approach, culture must not be thought of only as the mere 

set of rules and behavior that distinguish a group of people. Culture can be thought as 

everything that is not nature (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995). Therefore, culture has a 

wide influence on the environment, people, relations between people, the relation 

between people and the environment. By affecting the environment, in fact, culture has 

a great impact on commodities, how people relate to them and their consumption.  

Most importantly, for the consumer culture theorists, culture is not only a variable 

external to the individual; culture is an internal variable as well. Without culture, people 

would navigate within this pool of symbols without any comprehension of them or any 
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firm stronghold. Therefore, under the CCT approach culture stands for people as the 

stick stands for the blinds. Beware that the culture does not cause an action, but 

instead it establishes the assumptions for an action to take place, it facilitate an event 

instead of another to occur. Culture is the light that illuminates the path of the 

individual, enabling him to meet the undisclosed symbols of the world and to give them 

a meaning. Thus, culture is a tool for reading the reality as well as for writing it (Weick, 

1995). Once an individual has established such meaning, culture helps him to behave 

by guiding his actions and behaviors, supporting the individual in building his identity 

through every experience he might incur in. Therefore, an individual is not only the 

architect of culture, but he is a culture’s product as well: “people are their culture” (Belk, 

1988). Culture influences both the environment and the individuals’ identity that live in 
it. Such identities keep evolving and shaping under the invisible hand of culture.  

The Finnish psychologist Veikko Tähkä (1989, 232) defines the self “as an actively 

experiencing and acting organization achieved by a mind, an organization which 

allows an individual to experience herself as existing and observe the separate outer 

world on the basis of her experiences and to interact with it. The self is thus a 

continuously extending, differentiating, and experiencing subject who has images of 

herself and of objects that are of varying exactness and duration, and as well as 

functions which are experienced as her own”. This definition, which I believe is 

complete but at the same time very twisted, encloses the main feature characterizing 

the self-concept. It is made of the individual’s personality, his emotions, values, and 

objectives, believes, knowledge and all the things that might not be directly and visibly 
connected to his body but still are considered of his property, his possessions.  

William James, who established the pillars for raising the modern conception of the 

self, already in 1890 stated that “a man’s Self is the sum total of all that he CAN call 

his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife 

and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands, and yacht 

and bank-account. All these things give him the same emotions. If they were a prosper 

he feels triumphant; if they dwindle and die away, he feel cast down, - not necessary in 

the same degree for each thing, but in much the same way for all” (James 1890). In his 

“encyclopedia” of psychology, as he liked to call his work, he didn’t use the world 
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“possessions” but he made crystal clear that an individual’s self is not only to be 

considered the material body plus the immaterial set of distinctive characteristics. 

Instead, there is a set of items with which an individual establishes a relation that with 

time or by acquisition evolves in ownership. These things owned by individuals shape 

their self as they have an impact on the emotions, experiences and knowledge of each 

person. Therefore, the self is the expression of what we have, of what we are and how 
we behave, and of what we do.  

Having, being and doing may be the paradigm of the word self. This statement reveals 

another feature characterizing an individual’s self. As the self encompasses more than 

one variable in its definition, it is not surprising that there are different levels of the self. 

Psychological literature highlights three different levels of the self: the I-self, the Me-
self and the looking glass self. All of these three parts are shaped by culture. 

The level of the I-self represents the subject of an individual self-analysis. It is the part 

of the self that gather all the information regarding 8 features - the individual’s body, 

values, character, success and competences, social roles, traits and possessions - 

and it elaborates them. The different degree of importance that an individual gives in 

regard to each of these components according to his culture allows for the definition 

and distinction between one’s self and another individual’s self. Figuratively an active 

observer, a connoisseur and an information processer can represent it all at the same 

time. It is the most intimate and pure level of the self, in the sense that it doesn’t 
consider the involvement of other individuals or their opinion. 

The Me-self, instead, is the perception of how an individual thinks other people view 

his I-self. It corresponds to what an individual believes he is showing about himself at 

the eyes of other people. This part of the self figuratively coincides with the constructor 

of the individual’s image, which is built upon what the I-self has observed and 

elaborated. It is the conscious manifestation of the self throughout the behaviors and 
the choices that a person makes. 

The looking glass self is the part of the self that is shaped by the environment 

surrounding an individual. It coincides with the image that the other people actually 

perceive about the individual’s self. Therefore, such level of the self is the less intimate 
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since it is almost entirely formed by others. It gathers together all the ideas, the critics 

and the information from the perceptions of the surrounding people regarding the 

individual as a whole. The people who live around an individual - even if the 

relationship that stands between them is just of mere acquaintance - based on his 

personality, his life style, his consumption, his work, his choices, his possessions, they 

develop a set of opinions regarding him that together form the looking glass self of 
such individual. 

The threefold nature of the self sometimes causes tensions in the individual. 

Discrepancies that cause such tension mostly happen between the Me-self and the 

looking glass self, and eventually this impacts on the I-self. A person chooses to live 

under certain constraints, following determined values with certain ideas and beliefs 

because they represent him, because they coincide with what he is. This means that 

these choices that a person makes are the ones that enable him to live in harmony 

with himself. They create a feasible environment for the wellbeing of the individual. 

This may be true if the self would be constituted only by the I-self and if the opinion of 

other people wouldn’t count. The characteristics that we think represent us, how we 

think we appear at the eyes of other, therefore our Me-self, might not coincide with our 

looking glass self, thus with the perceptions and opinions that our friends or family 

have regarding our self. This mismatching between who we want others to think we 

are and who we actually appear to be causes a tension that enables us to live happily 

and to express freely ourselves. This happens because the way other people 

“composes” their I-self by giving different degrees of importance to the 8 features 

mentioned above, influences their judgmental parameters focusing more on aspects 

that they repute important whereas for the individual being judge might not be as much 
relevant. 

In order to reduce or eliminate completely this tension an individual can operate 

through three main ways. He can either change his reference group and switches to a 

more appealing one. In this way he will stop arguing and stressing himself with people 

who does not truly understand his personality or have a negative image of him. 

Otherwise, he can educate the people around him who have read him wrong by 

helping them knowing him better. It will require a higher degree of exposure of one’s 
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self since the individual must open himself out to explicate better his feelings, his 

values and beliefs. Finally, he can modify his set of consumption. Since individuals are 

also made of what they own, changing what an individual possesses changes his 

image at the eyes of others, especially of those whose degree of importance of 

possessions is high. Indeed, changing possessions not only changes one’s looking 

glass self but also the Me-self as well as the I-self, since it has changed the degree of 
importance that such individual has given to the feature of possessions (Mittal 2006). 

WE ARE WHAT WE HAVE 

Every time a person buys something, he manifests a part of himself. In the act of 

acquiring something an individual is implicitly stating to the world he prefers such thing 

to another because it better suits his self, he manifests his autonomy and distinction, 

and at the same time he manifests his belonging to a certain group of people that 

make his same choices, thus he is identifying with a determinate group of individuals. 

After this acquisition the product bought starts to be part of the individual’s 

surroundings and with its frequent usage and for the emotional connection that might 

be created between it and the owner, such product becomes part of the individual’s 

Self. “Consumption is then the process of procuring, appreciating and using things as 
utilitarian objects, signs, and enablers of the self” (Belk 1998, 39).   

People spend their lives with goods that have been bought during the years; such 

things virtually surround them; so people begin to see their selves as part of those 

things that surround them and not as part of things that surround others (Mittal 2006). 

Furthermore, people use things to bring out their inner I-self and to show it to others, in 

this way they may look at them as who they really are.  Therefore, products that have 

been bought represent a twofold figure for the owner. On one side, they are keepers of 

undisclosed meanings that reside in the deepest intimacy of the owner. Such meaning 

arises inside the mind of the individual already before the act of buying and is 

influenced by the environment and situations in which the individual lives; it then 

lingers and swells long after the acquisition. The owner of a product can turn it from a 

common good that everyone can have, into a unique treasure enriched with meanings 

that only the owner can completely comprehend and appreciate. So here is that the 

owner shapes the product according to his wishes; but at the same time the good as 
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well influences the owner shaping his self. As a consequence of the embedded 

meanings, products bought can represent a concrete extension of an individual’s self: 

“if goods cannot embody consumer driven meaning than they cannot become part of 

the consumer’s self” (Belk 1998, 39). The characteristic of a product of detaining 

meanings represent a necessary condition for that good to become part of an 

individual’s self. Therefore, the suggestion made by McClelland in 1951, stating that an 

external object becomes part of an individual’s self whenever he can exercise any 

degree of power over it and control it and thus the more the control exercised the 
closer the object is to the self, is not completely reliable. 

Belk has been the first to make that step further to James’s statement and considered 

the “things that we call ours” as possessions. He furthermore imagined such 

possessions to be displayed as concentric layers around the core self: “the 

possessions central to the self may be visualized in concentric layers around the core 

self [assumed to be intangible], and will differ over individuals, over time, and over 

cultures that create shared symbolic meanings for different goods” (Belk 1988, 278). 

Two people may possess an identic good but the meaning each individual juxtapose to 

his product is what makes the difference between the two products owned. Such 

meaning then evolves as time goes by, enriching the relationship between the thing 

possessed and the possessor leading to a stronger settlement of the good within the 
extended self of the possessor. 

Literature supplies more than one approach to explain how possessions become to be 

perceived as part of an individual’s self. However, the main thread linking most of 

these approaches is given by Sartre’s statement, successively adopted by Belk in 

1988.  

Sartre stated there are three main ways in which an external object might become part 

of an individual’ self. The first fashion might also be considered the most basic one. A 

person can view an object as part of his extended self by appropriating, mastering an 

object for his own use. This means that an individual consciously elects the good 

acquired to be part of his extended self by exercising some kind of control over it. The 

higher the level of the power and the more the object is used and enjoyed, the closer 

the good would be the core self within the set of possessions composing the extended 
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self. For example, a person who has just bought a dog, in the action of educating it, of 

feeding it, is exercising his power of control over it and he is overcoming the animal 

nature of the dog, thus it is becoming part of his extended self. Furthermore, regarding 

this typology of enclosing objects into one’s extended self Sartre developed an 

important clause. The philosopher sustained that intangible objects such as events, 

public property, nondurable goods can be possessed within the range of products 

composing one’s extended self as well. This may be done through conquering, 

overcoming or learning about the thing of interest. Sartre made the example of a 

climber that extended his self to embrace a mountain and the view that could be seen 

from it by learning its characteristics, the paths and climate, climbing it and finally 

conquering the top of the mountain.  

A second way in which a person can encompasses a tangible or intangible object 

within his extended self is through the action of creation. Sartre believes that an 

individual in creating an object or an idea impregnates the object created with his 

identity, becoming part of his extended self. Such object will preserve the identity of 

the creator as long as there will be an association between what have been created 

and the person who actually created it (Sartre, 1943). This approach of extending 

one’s self gathers also the cases in which a thing is not completely created but is 

partially or totally modified. This means that an individual may have bought a good that 

hasn’t yet conquered a position within his extended self until the moment in which it 

has been altered or customized by the owner. By modifying and shaping an object, an 

individual transmit to the object a part of his culture and of his identity. Also through 

this alteration of the object, the individual is showing to the world his self; he is 

expressing and at the same time extending his inner part. By using the words of Locke 

to summarize this approach, we own ourselves, therefore we own our labor, and 

therefore we own what we produce from our labor out of the unowned materials of 
nature (Locke, 1690). 

As far as the third method to enrich one’s extended self is concerned, Sartre started 

from the assumption that there is something more than the mere willingness to display 

one’s self to other people that moves an individual toward the extension of his self 

through other objects. People are cyclically under the spell of desiring new things, like 
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durable goods, intangible things, as well as other individuals. Such desire is intense 

and gets stronger and stronger the more the individual approaches the conquest of the 

new object. Along this climax of desire the individual is inspired and wants to know 

everything he can about the desired object. By knowing every detail and facade of the 

object, a person acquires a set of information that inevitably enriches his own 

knowledge and culture. By modifying the culture of the individual, his identity too will 

report changes coming from the acquisition of new knowledge. In this way the 

knowledge acquired scatters in the individual a sense of ownership toward the desired 

object. Therefore, an object, even if it hasn’t been bought, can still be part of one’s 

extended self since its knowledge determines a relation that enable an individual to 

call such object his. A great example that Sartre reports in his work explains the 

concept well enough. He took in consideration the people we love. We can’t buy a 

person, but still when we think of the people we love we think at them as part of our 

self. This is because we have an intimate knowledge of them, which creates a bond 
between us that allows us to call them ours, and thus to be part of our extended self. 

A part from these three methods generated by Sartre in 1943, literature reveals at 

least two more ways in which object become part of one’s extended self: through 

collections and memories. Collections might be seen as the extreme edge of Sartre’s 

third approach. An individual internally develops a desire toward a collection of objects 

and no more toward a single one. His knowledge regarding such objects is 

professional. Collectionists dedicate part of their whole life to the research of more 

information and pieces to add to their collections, because without a piece their 
collection would be as how they would feel, incomplete. 

Finally, an object might become a part of an individual’s self not because it is under the 

control of the owner, instead because it has been used or associated with a particular 

moment in the life of the individual. Memories may be one of the most important and 

valuable things that an individual has. Thus, every object, idea, or concept that is 

strictly related with a particular episode of an individual’s life and that induces him to 

go back in time to that particular moment is also considered as part of his extended 
self. 
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Through analyzing how an object becomes part of the self, it becomes even clearer 

how the self is characterized by more factors. It is something that is far from being 

eternally fixed. It represents the outcome of an individual past as well as of his future. 

As Belk explained in one of his articles, a sense of past is essential to manage one’s 

identity (Belk 2005, 302), but it is not enough to form it. Thus, an individual’s self is not 
only a matter of being; it is a matter of becoming as well. 

 

MY WORKSPACE, MY SELF 

People spend a third of their daily time in a place called office. Thus, there’s no much 

wonder in considering the office as an integral part of one’s life. Therefore, the vital 

space of an individual can be divided into two general subspaces: the home and the 

office. Both of these two spaces presents different ways in which an individual 

approaches these places, interact with other people, in how he behaves, what he 

decides other people might and need to know about him, and with which degree may 

occur his inner self’s revelation. A lot of latest studies have shown that is terrifically 

important for the well being of an individual that a balance must subsist between these 

two parts. An individual must feel he is reaching his goals in both the personal and the 

professional sphere, meaning that his I-self, Me-self and looking glass self should 

coincide in each of the two subspaces. However, this might be easier to say than to 

really happen. “Work and home selves vie with one another as alternative sources of 

identity. Rather than forming a well-integrated whole, home and work selves often 

complete and seek to impose themselves in the physical domain of the other” (Belk 

and Tian 2005, 308). At home an individual has built on his own strengths the idyllic 

place where his self can freely manifests and where all the most valuable individual’s 

possessions can be kept as a treasure and can be displayed on guest arrivals as a 

trophy. Home is where an individual can truly be himself. The degree of privacy, the 

level of ownership exercised over the objects composing the house, and the high 

degree of knowledge toward the other individuals or animals occupying the house, 

established the home to be the perfect locus where one’s extended self resides. In the 

office place, instead, individuals gather and are suppose to accomplish several tasks, 

to respect well-defined rules and to interact with people and objects surrounding them, 
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as if they were part of a second wider family with the exception that the environment in 

which he find himself in and the objects and people surrounding him are not chosen or 

built according to his will. Therefore, the identity that an employee has at work might 

diverge from the one he has developed at home. Perhaps, the work identity may be 

shaped upon characteristics that the individual has never experienced before since he 

is exposed to new inputs. An individual on the first day of work finds himself in a place 

totally estrange where his level of knowledge of the social surroundings is weak, the 

level of control over objects is equal to zero and the capability to create something is 

very limited. However, all kind of relationships may scatter within the walls of a 

company: work relations, friendships, unfriendly relations and ownerships. Perhaps, it 

is in the nature of a human being to socialize independently from the place in which he 

finds himself, since by definition humans are social animals. In the act of socialization 

an individual is call in to reveal a part of his identity through his behaviors, his way of 

dressing, his episodes of life that might make their appearance during coffee break 

chats, and even through the objects displayed on his workstation that he might have 
brought from home.  

As it can be inferred from the evolution of the office primary explained, an employee’s 

workstation has been transformed through the years from being a mere standardized 

and anonymous place free of any kind of personal imprint and totally alienated from 

the individual occupying that position, to a sort of showcase designed to suit the tasks 

that the employee has to face and where personal belongings that mostly keeps the 

employee linked to his out-of-the-office identity may be displayed. Interesting is to 

consider an employee’s desk as showcase instead of as a casket. This is because an 

individual, consciously or unconsciously, wants to show to the people around him the 

part of his self that cannot be perceived or understood only through working 

performances. The objects arranged on an employee’s desk may be considered as a 

quick preview of his identity outside the walls of the office as well as a reminder to the 

employee of some of his identity’s aspects that persist outside the his office. 

“Possession tied to the extended self may be part of personal disclosures inviting 

interpersonal contact at work; they might also be used solely for self-reflection and as 
a reminder of aspects of identity not previously enacted at work” (Belk and Tian 2005). 
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A wide enough literature as been developed regarding the bound between the 

extended self and the place called home. On the other side, not much can be found in 

the literature about the relation between one’s self and his workplace. Perhaps, only 

Belk and Tian (2005) had tried to attempt to this task. In their work it can be easily 

gathered that once the home was perceive as the only placed that truly deserved to be 

called as the locus of self identity. Nowadays, with the evolution of the organizations 

toward what Belk and Tian call the postmodern corporations – “open, shared, 

nonhierarchal spaces, and with semblances of corporate family” (Belk and Tian 2005), 

307), the home has lost its primacy. The unbridgeable gap between one’s home 

identity and his work identity has been overcome. Along with the evolution of 

technology and the delocalization of the office, work has escaped its own sphere and 

started invading the home sphere of employees. The more the work invades an 

employee’s home space, the more the home identity dissolves into the work identity, 

leading to the inclusion of the workstation as well as of the fellow employees within the 
set of objects composing one’s extended self. 

A workstation can be perceived as part of an employee’s extended self through more 

than one ritual.  Even if a desk is registered under the legal ownership of a company, 

by mastering it and exercising his leadership through a certain degree of power over it 

and thus customizing it, an employee creates a strong bound with his workstation that 

gets stronger and stronger as the years spent working in that place increase. Such 

exercise of power on one’s own desk is to “overcome feelings of alienation and 

transience by making a personal mark. We do this not by constructing ghost stories of 

prior tenants, but by installing possessions that embellish, announce, and impose our 

extended self on our surroundings” (Belk and Tian 2005, 299). Every morning when an 

individual leaves his house to approach the office he works in, a physical and 

emotional separation happens between him and the place that has long been 

considered having the primacy of the extended self. The home can be perceived as 

the mirror revealing an individual’s extended self. The office, instead, is acquiring more 

and more the appellative of “home away from home”. Employees, by customizing their 

workplace through possessions rituals, try to recreate, even if only partially, the 

environment established in their homes; with possessions display to the eyes of their 

colleagues employees raise few pillars representing their home identity to encompass 
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their workplace in order to feel more confident in behaving as they really are and to 

draw a line stating their degree of ownership on it as well as highlighting a different 

aspect of their self. The workstation, therefore, becomes a stronghold during the 

working hours of an employee as well as a refuge where he is able to escape through 

these possessions and mentally go back, even if for few seconds, and recall his out-of-

the-office identity. Of course, the act of extending one’s self to his workstation is 

mitigated or enhanced by the degree of informal corporate governance, the level of 

social influence at work as well as more personal factors such as the fear of being too 
much vulnerable respect to colleagues’ behaviors (Belk and Tian 2005). 

According to the research made by Belk and Tian (2005), several ways in which an 

employee can extend his self – both his work and home identities – within his 

workplace have emerged. Even if in the idyllic world work identity and home identity 

would be totally merged in one unique domain, possessions rituals help mitigate the 

clear separation between the two. These rituals are different according to the type of 

identity taken in consideration. As far as the extension of the work identity within the 

workplace is concerned, approaches such as the use of atmospheric texture to draw 

an olfactory line encompassing the workplace territory; or the identification with the 

corporate self in order to feel as being part of second family, following its rules and its 

credo, as well as the usage of prosthetic possession such as the personal computer or 

the ipad that, contrary to what might be believed, do not affect negatively one’s self but 

instead they are embraced within the extended self as they help the individual to 

overcome his limits. As the extension of the home identity is considered, the most 

diffused approach is the display of photos, posters and other kinds of objects that 

recall determinate episodes of a lifetime period, and thus enhancing a sense of past, 

as well as catalogues and pictures of life projects or goals that have to be accomplish 
still, emanating a sense of future.  

The work of Belk and Tian has highlighted how every employee has his unique self 

and how these differences can be gathered from the unique possessions displayed 

over their workstation. Employees have an evident need to master their workplace in 

order to let it become their “home away from home”. In the case of constructions of 

new buildings for offices or the reorganization of existing offices, architects together 
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with managers and the purchasing department meticulously establish the pattern and 

the design of the offices that will be developed. The question that naturally rises is 

whether this employees’ need of customizing their own workstation is taken in 

consideration at some point in the decision making process of designing the concept 

for the office. As Belk (1988) has stated in his work regarding possessions and 

extended selves, "we cannot hope to understand consumer behavior without first 

gaining some understanding of the meanings that consumer attach to possession” 

(Belk 1988, 139). And as stated before, workstations can be considered as part of 

one’s extended self. The concern, however, regards which is actually to be considered 

the real consumer in the twisted market of office furniture. Architects and the 

purchasing departments are the ones that have the power to choose the kind of 

furniture and its disposition within the company, whereas employees are the ones that 

actually will occupy such workstations and will spend a third of their day in close 

contact with. Moreover, architects by creating a defined environment, thus a product 

that will be delivered to the hands of the company’s owners, are actually extending 

their self since that environment will be related to the name of its creator. As a 

consequence of the two different positions, different meanings might be attributed to 

the same object. Therefore, a bias might exists between what exactly the purchasing 

department thinks its employees need and desire, what the architects try to create and 

foster through their design, and what the employees actually need. The aim of this 

research is then to try to understand which are exactly the meanings that both parts of 

such paradigm invest in the notion of office and of workstation by delving into the 

innermost depths of their work life, and to make some reasoning over the results 

obtained if there could be a way to even out a possible bias between the parts involved 
in the consumption process of office furniture. 

In the following chapter the reader will be guided through the methodology used in this 

work to reach an answer to the main question above-mentioned upon which is built the 
entire thesis. 
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THE WAY IN  

The world of the office is an odd environment on its own and the fact that multiple 

agents are playing at the same time inside such habitat makes it even more interesting 

to analyze it. Nowadays offices are so technologically advanced that can guarantee 

the physical wellbeing of the people working in it. This is due to the evolution of 

technology that makes our lives every day easier, but also it is due to the increased 

attention of institutions toward the safeguard of workers. We all agree that a 

comfortable environment makes people life easier and more enjoyable. As a 

consequence, comfortable offices also make working tasks more easily achievable. 

But are we sure that the sole physical comfort is enough, especially in work 

environments? Furthermore, are we sure that the word “comfort” has the same values 
for all of us? And the world office instead? 

Environment surrounding people influence their habits, their life style, their 

concentration and their productivity. Since more than a single individual technically 

represents office furniture market consumers, it’s not easy to define the perfect 

environment. Therefore, it is mandatory to make a deep investigation of the meanings 

that each player forming the office furniture consumer attaches to the concept of office. 

By understanding such meanings, important disclosures and consideration can be 

made regarding the pillars that have been taken for granted for a long time by 
individuals regarding work environment.  

 In order to catch such meanings that different individuals have attached to the word 

office, a qualitative analysis has been developed on the basis of a total number of 

seventeen in-depth interviews, which are formed by two main subgroups. Such 

distinction comes from the bivalent definition of the consumer in the market taken in 

consideration for this work, that is the office furniture market in Italy. Therefore, ten in-

Figure 2 In-depth interview specifications 

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS SPECIFICATIONS 
 
TOTAL NUMBER OF INTERVIEWS: 17 

EMPLOYEES INTERVIEWED: 10 

ARCHITECTS INTERVIEWED: 4 

TOP MANAGERS INTERVIEWED: 3 

TOTAL NUMBER OF PAGES: 289 

INTERVIEWS’ TIME RANGE: 49.36 min TO 2.08.17 min 

FIELD NOTES: 3 
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depth interviews has been developed taking as target different employees of different 

companies and assigned to different divisions, therefore, with different working tasks. 

Plus, four architects and three management members of different companies have 

also been subjected to in-depth interviews. Important to be said is that all informants 

have been randomly chosen from different part of northern Italy, and in order to 

respect and preserve informants’ privacy, all their names have been changed with 

names of specific trees which wood is used to produce office furniture. The choice of 

using in-depth interviews has permitted to analyze the words of the individuals 

composing the target as well as their behaviors adopted in facing the arguments of the 

interview. In this way a more precise understanding of the argument was possible, 

since it enables the investigation of a whole world that every informant has behind their 

physical appearance and hidden behind every single word they say. It is an approach 

that let the investigator go beyond the mere façade of every informant, letting him 

investigate between the multifold natures of the self that every individual taken in 

consideration has. People do not communicate only through words. Eye contact, body 

movements, voice tone and behaviors are used to communicate emotions and status 

as well. It is not a rare of a case to find an informant whose behavior during the 

interviews denies every word said. In-depth interviews gather together different pieces 

of the informant analyzed that enable the interviewer to have a 360° vision of informant 

Table 1 Informants table 
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and of the opinion of the informant regarding the argument treated in the interview.  

Due to the twofold nature of the consumer in the market of reference and thus the 

different approach that each of the consumer’s figures has in regard to the argument of 

office, questions of the in-depth interviews, including also projective techniques such 

as ZMET, TAT, Mood board and associative tests, have been addressed to the 

different types of informants in different ways but with the common aim to pursue what 
the place of the office means to them.   

In support to the in-depth interviews, for better analyze the point of view of the 

purchasing departments two unstructured interviews as been also considered as 

breeding grounds. Plus, several days have been spent within the walls of two 

companies in which two informants are currently working, in order to breathe and 

touch with hands some of the realities to which informants were referring to and to 
collect some field notes. 

Once the interviews were completed, a process of vertical and horizontal reading has 

been carried out in order to identify the main features common to most of the 

informants. The aim was to try to create few different profiles of consumers in which 
the informants can be gathered.  

Figure 3 Informants' profilation according to 4 variables 
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The profile has been constructed only on employees since the number of architects 

and managers was not enough. Such profiles are identified on the basis of selected 

variables (see Figure 3) created from the analysis of the interviews. Therefore, each 

profile is edit from characteristics, features that some informants have in common and 

that have been extrapolated from the words, the collages, the ideas that they have 
revealed. The profiles are illustrated below. 

 

 

THE HEROS 
 

o Teamwork importance: very high	  
o Working from home: not an option	  
o Personalization importance: very high	  
o Going to work is: a motivation	  

	  
This typology of employee is very ambitious and proactive. He finds in his work 
a stimulus that enriches his life. He considers his work to be in first place among 
the activities carried out in his life. As a result, the office is the place where he 
can demonstrate what are its capabilities and to test more and more himself. In 
addition, he identifies the office as the place in which he huddle more 
relationships. For this reason he will never be able to work from home or in a 
individual place because from his point of view interactions with other people are 
essential both personally and at work. That is, to do his job at best he needs 
direct comparison with colleagues and stimuli coming from interacting with other 
people. In addition, the desk is sacred for him. It is the place that identifies him 
within the company and he is fascinating by the charm of having an exclusive 
place for his own within a larger entity.   

THE DISPASSIONATED 
 

o Teamwork importance: low	  
o Working from home: in favore	  
o Personalization importance: low	  
o Going to work is: a duty	  

 
They are employees who have lost their motivation and trust towards work. 
They are ‘lonely’ people who in order to concentrate and perform their jobs well 
have the need to work in a closed and individual place. They also love to be 
independent when performing their work; their dream is to be able to manage 
on their own their timetable as well as their work environment. Not by chance if 
they could they would work from home, in their world, surrounded by their own 
personal things. Consequently, they see the fact of going to the office as an 
obligation, a stretch. 
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In developing the following macro-themes and the solutions for the question addressed, 
the focus was kept on ‘the heros’ due to their predominant characteristics. 

 

GOING BEYOND INFORMANTS’ WORDS 

As the informants were analyzed, few interesting points have emerged which must be 

highlighted and shared. Such points will be explicated individually in the following lines. 

The arguments treated below are macro-themes that have been extrapolated from the 

interviews, and which are significant to be underlined in order to make a wide 

understanding of the meanings attached to the concept of office. In the first part, 

employees’ perspectives will be taken in consideration and consequently the point of 
view of architects and management will be addressed as well. 

 

ONE HALF OF THE COIN 

LABOR OMNIA VINCIT IMPROBUS…OR LABOR OMNIA DELET? 

In the Last Century new products, new services, and new ways of doing things have 

distorted people’s certainty of some basic pillars of life. For example, people have 

learnt that in order to communicate with other people it was no more necessary to 

physically stand one in front of the other. Mobile phones and computers had made it 

THE IGNAVI – SLOTHFUL 
 

o Teamwork importance: indifferent	  
o Working from home: indifferent	  
o Personalization importance: very high	  
o Going to work is: a need	  

	  
This typology of employee loves its life as it is, but he does not disdaining 
changes. However, it must be said that he doesn’t look for changes anyway 
due to his sloth character that makes him feels comfortable already as he is, 
not pretending anything else. For this reason the canton he made out of his 
workspace through personalization represent his comfort zone within the 
company. It recreates a static cozy environment that reconciles him a lot. 
Anyway, there is an aloofness among him and the company he is working in, 
there isn’t a strong attachment to the work he is performing and to the office 
space and the company as well. He is working because he economically 
speaking needs to, not because he aspires to achieve a state of contentment. 
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enough easier do bear any distance. Or, going to the grocery store is no more the only 

way to fill in the fridge and have something to eat for supper. By making your order on 

the internet by the time you get home from work you will find shopping bags with your 

food ready to be cooked. Therefore, people are continuously in progress, revisiting 
their life habits and adapting to the environments surrounding them.  

In her work (2003), Fiorani has stated that history mutates, culture mutates, humans 

mutate because the working day, work structure and its organization mutate. This once 

again underlines that it's the type of work with all its characterizing features that 

defines individual’s life, it is the working sphere that influences and shapes an 

individual’s self. However, work is no more the fixed variable that secures the 

wellbeing, both economical and psychological, of an individual. If even before the 

Middle Ages hard work was considered to be the written destiny encompassing all 

individuals or the only remedy to conquer every problem and to storm every sin, now 

more than ever, also due to phenomena like economics crisis, work has lost its 

privileged status of activity improving individuals’ life but instead it has been reduced to 

a condition of uncertainty and instability, where any faith toward progress or even 

toward a glimmer of growth prospects is lost. No more there is a guarantee that an 

individual will perform a given job for the rest of his life. This has introduced people to 

the concept of flexibility and volatility as another association to the word “work”. As a 

consequence, the ancient definition of work as a physical activity carried out to achieve 

a goal that would ensure the wellbeing of the whole community has lost its credibility. 

Flexibility should not be understood here as the capability of encompassing individuals’ 

needs, but instead it defines an activity which is performed episodically, not on a 

regular basis, with less tools available, and its lack of continuity and stability increases 
the dissatisfaction of individuals’ needs, harming their wellbeing. 	  

“I	  wish	  I	  could	  do	  it	  better	  but	  I	  can’t	  since	  something	  is	  missing	  and	  we	  can	  explain	  it	  right	  away	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  in	  my	  

opinion	  this	  office,	  for	  the	  important	  activity	  that	  has	  to	  achieve,	  is	  not	  enough	  structured	  therefore	  many	  things	  are	  done	  

too	  quickly	  and	  not	  in	  the	  proper	  way	  as	  I	  believe	  they	  should	  be	  done	  and	  so	  there	  is	  the	  need	  of	  more	  people	  and	  a	  better	  

division	  of	  the	  things	  that	  should	  be	  done”	  (Redwood)	  

In a situation where work is no longer a cornerstone to cling to, on which an 

individual’s ideas can’t flourish, where every material incentive to work for a common 

purpose and to fight for the collective wellbeing are no longer reliable, where the only 
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goal that is persecuted is one’s own survival, loyalty and mutual commitment cannot 

find breeding grounds as well. Any kind of affection, thankfulness and esteem toward 

the institution of companies that have long characterized the past generation of 

workers seem to be values that have lost their meanings. Stimuli to work for mutual 

gain, to enhance an environment encouraging employees to become interested in 

what they do, to go beyond the mere mechanical purpose that their task requires to be 

accomplished are rarer and rarer. This forms cracks in the relationships among 

colleagues and often leads to misunderstandings and inefficiencies, which in turn 
affects company’s productivity.  

	  “E:…	  I	  never	  say	  no	  when	  they	  ask	  me	  something,	  which	  instead	  is	  something	  that	  most	  people	  do	  because	  a	  thing	  that	  I	  

have	  noticed	  and	  that	  I	  don’t	  like	  is	  when	  somebody	  says	  ‘this	  is	  not	  of	  my	  concerned,	  I	  don’t	  do	  it’.	  But	  if	  it	  helps	  carrying	  on	  

some	  work	  why	  can’t	  you	  do	  it?	  

S:	  Therefore,	  some	  optimism	  is	  lacking	  in	  people?	  

E:	  No!	  Not	  optimism,	  it	  is	  a	  lack	  of..	  I	  mean	  ‘I	  arrive	  here.	  All	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  work	  that	  is	  of	  concern	  of	  another	  person	  I	  will	  

not	  do	  it’.	  But	  maybe	  it	   is	  necessary	  that	  you	  do	  it	   in	  that	  moment,	   I	  help,	   in	  that	  sense.	  We	  don’t	  have	  the	  crown	  on	  our	  

heads	  and	  if	  we	  manage	  to	  do	  someone	  else’s	  job…	  That	  is,	  I	  don’t	  have	  to	  do	  this.	  But	  if	   it	  must	  be	  done	  now	  because	  we	  

have	  to	  finish	  a	  job,	  why	  don’t	  you	  do	  it?	  I	  felt	  this	  [in	  the	  office]…	  Or	  delegate…	  I	  don’t	  have	  to	  do	  this,	  this	  must	  be	  done	  by	  

this	  other	  person.	  But	  do	  you	  know	  how	  to	  do	  it?	  Yes.	  Then	  why	  can’t	  you	  do	  it?”	  (Elm)	  

 

OFFICE CREDO 2.0 

Even though people try to convince their selves in everyday life that more and more it’s 

not the gay coat that makes the gentleman, and that nowadays prejudices and 

stereotypes have become taboo words, almost unpronounceable, in order to fully 

embrace new trends, progress and innovation, in regard to the argument of offices the 

cliché that defines desks, drawers, a chair and a telephone as the fundamental 
features determining a place as a office still is king. 

	  “Features	  that	  make	  a	  place	  an	  office	  ...	  That	  without	  those	  it	  does	  not	  give	  the	  idea	  of	  an	  office	  ...	  well	  let's	  say,	  however,	  

that	  both	  for	  a	  typical	  office	  or	  for	  an	  atypical,	  a	  desk	  with	  a	  chair	  and	  a	  computer,	  definitely	  a	  phone	  for	  sure,	  those	  things	  

that	  just	  ...	  those	  might	  be,	  these	  things	  together	  here	  … (Cherry)	  
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	  “Well	  yes	  some	  work	  tools	  like	  computer,	  printer,	  telephones,	  fax	  and…	  some…	  however	  some	  drawers	  since	  otherwise,	  or	  

some	  places	  some	  desks	  but	  not	  only	  desks,	  some	  wardrobes	  also	  for	  keeping	  things,	  then	  yes	  it	  depends	  also	  from	  the	  kind	  

of	  work	  you	  do	  but	  the	  difference	  is	  that	  one.”	  (Mahogany) 

 

The features that for centuries have defined the concept of office are still deeply rooted 

in the mind of employees. Perhaps, it is not as immediate as it might seems to change 

memories and habits that for long have lived along with individuals and have formed 

their culture. However, this doesn’t mean that anything is changing, especially due to 

the always more unconditioned use of technology which actually has become a 
prerogative of live, in both office and home spheres. 

“Traditionally	  I	  believe	  that	  the	  office	  in	  the	  common	  imagination	  is	  defined	  as	  so	  when	  it	  presents	  a	  desk	  and	  a	  chair,	  in	  

reality	  I	  believe	  it	  is	  not	  anymore	  the	  case	  also	  due	  to	  how	  we	  work	  nowadays	  with	  technology,	  I	  believe	  the	  desk	  might	  be	  

well	   enough	   substituted	  with	  a	   sofa	  and	  a	   laptop	  e	  any	  other	  devices,	   therefore	   the	  definition	  has	  been	  overcome	   in	  my	  

opinion.	  The	  office	  is	  the	  place	  in	  which	  I	  have	  some	  things	  that	  enable	  me	  to	  achieve	  my	  task,	  stop.”	  (Redwood)	  

As a consequence of the irruptive advent of technology, people have changed their 

ranking chart of tools extremely necessary in order to accomplish their work. As a 

matter of fact, computer is now the most important tool that an employee needs in 
order to be able to do his task in the most efficient way. 

	  “S:	  What	  must	  not	  miss	  on	  your	  desk	  or	  in	  your	  workstation?	  

E	  :	  Well	  the	  computer	  for	  sure!	  

S:	  Is	  it	  fundamental?	  

E:	  Absolutely!	  How	  can	  we	  do	  without	  a	  computer…	  where	  we	  have	  all	  the	  datas	  inside	  it…	  even	  if	  we	  have	  the	  dox,	  a	  quick	  

research	  as	  the	  one	  with	  the	  computer	  can’t	  be	  done	  with	  anything	  else”	  (Elm)

	  

However, technological devices are not the only components that facilitate 

accomplishing a given work. In fact, from an architectonical point of view, informants 

have revealed that there are specific features characterizing the office framework that 

induce and enhance work development, helping individuals to recreate a peaceful 

environment, and to live better their working day. Primarily, the possibility to actually 

have a visual contact with the outside environment is of great importance for people 

living the office space. It permits them to mentally take a break even if still seated at 
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their desk. It represents a figurative door that allows individuals to escape for few 

seconds from their tasks. Secondly, employees give a lot of credits to nature. Being 

surrounded by green plants makes them feel better both because plants have the 

extraordinary capability of purifying air, and because they visually break the monotony 

of spaces. These two features combined together give birth to an ever-changing space. 

Plants are living beings and they keep growing and maturing day after day, shaping 

the space they have been putted into. Stained glass windows have a twofold merit. 

They have the capability to easily import daily light within a building, which highly 

influence the emotional status of people. Moreover, they can create dynamicity in a 

static space, as the office might seem, by letting the outside environment access the 

workspace.  

	  

Figures 4-a, 4-b, 4-c Collages made by the informants. On a clockwise round starting from the left: Redwood, Elm, 
Poplar.  

 

THE LIVING BODY 

As said above, employees still have strong stereotypes linked to the concept of the 

office. However, a huge change has been made from the last century assumption of 

the office as the physical, closed place where a third of the day is spent working for the 

obtainment of a monthly reward. Nowadays, instead, the office is first of all a group of 

different individuals that find themselves everyday in the same space. Office is not the 

walls of the buildings, the name of the company or the place where I spend a third of 
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my daytime. Office is the ensemble of people that, given the frequent meeting, the 

exchange of personal and work information and the exposure according to different 

degrees of their respective self, can be called colleagues. Office is the people that live 

with us the workspace for a third of the day, five days a week. Office is primary the set 

of collaborators, even before considering it as the place where “things are done”. In 

fact, when informants are asked to think about the first 4 things that pop up in their 
minds when they think at their work place, colleagues are always cited.	  

“Well…	  colleagues,	  after	  all	  you	  have	  a	  lot	  of	  human	  relations	  at	  work	  with	  people	  with	  different	  ages,	  you	  laugh,	  you	  joke,	  

so	  the	  first	  thing	  that	  I	  think	  of	  are	  them,	  then	  more	  directly	  in	  my	  room	  there	  my	  boss	  and	  the	  other	  girl	  with	  who	  we	  talk	  

we	  make	  jokes	  we	  always	  go	  and	  have	  a	  coffee”	  (Ebony)	  	  	  

	  “Colleagues!	  Colleagues!...	  because	  my	  work	  however	  even	  if	  it	  has	  lets	  say	  an	  casual	  enough	  trend	  lets	  say,	  I	  am	  not	  a	  piece	  

within	   a	   supply	   chain,	   I	   am	   not	   a	   gear	   of	   a	   supply	   chain	   and…	   lets	   say	   that..	   the	   relationship	   with	   the	   colleagues	   is	  

important	  also	  in	  my	  job	  […]	  substantially	  I	  am,	  I	  work	  as	  a	  straight	  line	  that	  has	  some	  branches	  which	  are	  other	  people	  

which	  I	  need	   ,	  maybe	  they	  don’t	  need	  me	  but	  I	  need	  them,	  so…	  an	  important	  thing	  is	  also	  the	  collaboration	  spirit;	   it	  also	  

must	  be	  present	  at	  work”	  (Maple)	  

	  

“I	  think	  the	  group	  is	  the	  keystone	  of	  many	  situations	  that	  can	  happen	  in	  the	  working	  life	  of	  a	  company.	  If	  only	  one	  person	  

rows	   contrary	   to	   the	   others	   it	   will	   always	   turn	   into	   a	   chain,	   a	   discontinuous	   flow	   that	   at	   some	   point	   breaks,	   creates	  

diseconomies,	  suffering	  between	  employees,	  misunderstandings.	  And	  then	  the	  whole	  structure	  suffers,	  and	  since	  I	  was	  here	  

my	  idea	  is,	  and	  I	  see	  that	  many	  people	  have	  confirmed	  my	  idea,	  that	  one	  must	  actively	  participate	  in	  the	  life	  of	  a	  company,	  

he	  must	  feel	  part	  of	  a	  family	  and	  must	  become	  interested	  in	  it.	  (Lacewood)	  

It can be then stated that office is the solid status of 

collaboration, the figurative representation of collaboration. 

Therefore, an office is a living body formed of several 

unique components, which are single individuals, armed 

with their peculiarities, that gather and to which multiple 

tasks are assigned and carried out. A group of persons 

that is not just a set of single, individual figures but that 

are bounded together, linked through a net of connections, 

like throbbing nodes in a network. Due to such peculiarity, 

Figure 4 Office as the solid status of 
collaboration 
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an office in order to work efficiently requires just the right balance, the right 

combination of privacy, trust and team spirit. A living body encloses and holds 

emotions; the office presents such characteristics in its inner part as well. 

Collaboration is the fuel that moves the engine of such a unique body but there must 

be favorable conditions in order to help and foster collaboration. As a matter of fact, an 

emotional environment built on an ongoing communication, a balanced recognition of 

merit, a mild comparison, where individuals feel like they are part of something more 

structured, more complex and more emotionally rewarding than a mere total sum of 
human beings. 

 

WORKSTATION = NEST 

In a world where technology is 

evolving faster than the capability 

of humans to adapt to changes, 

where game’s rules are 

inevitably following the trend of a 

volatile environment inducing 

most individuals to feel like they 

have been left offshore without 

any landmark to grab and ketch 

up with progression; in a world 

where individuals seem to have forgotten the importance of collectivity as a way to 

reach a common welfare, the lesson that if you participate and you give something to 

the group, the group will prize your efforts, what goes around sooner or later comes 

always back around again; in a world where work was once considered to be a 

certainty through all a life time, the remedy for more than one problem, now is just the 

cause of other problem itself,  workstation have become the safety net for individuals, 

the piece of land outside their home where people can shelter. Workstations are the 

primary weapon to define territoriality within a working environment, and the only thing 

that employees have free access to and thus that they can limitedly shape as they 

Figures 5-a, 6-b, 6-c Images recalling nest's coziness 
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please in order to create that atmosphere, that restricted environment in which 

employees can feel, safe, can feel like at home, can actually extend their self, reaching 
a psychological balance that enable each individual to be efficient.  

	  “I	  have	  to	  feel	  that	   is	  my	  place.	  Then,	   if	   I	  see,	   I	  realize	  that	  within	  the	  company	  the	  space	   is	  what	   it	   is,	  you	  need	  to	  start	  

thinking	  about	  how	  to	  fit	  most	  people	  in	  a	  small	  space,	  however,	  you	  know,	  putting	  people	  in	  a	  booth	  makes	  you	  gains	  space	  

but	   you	  also	  have	   to	   think	  about	   the	   spirit	  with	  which	  a	  person	   sits	   there,	   you	   lose	  productivity,	   because	   people	  have	  a	  

station	  that	   is	  a	  niche,	  Ok,	  you	  produce	   [as	  well]	  but	  you	  produce	  a	   fraction	  of	  what	  you	  will	  produce	   if	  you	  would	  have	  

more	  space.	  And	  then	  a	  person	  must	  be	  happy	  to	  sit	  at	   that	  desk,	  getting	  up	   in	   the	  morning	  and	   feel	   it	  as	  yours,	   for	   this	  

reason	  furniture	  is	  essential…	  anyway	  you	  have	  to	  feel	  it	  as	  yours	  so....”	  (Lacewood)	  

	  

As Belk (2005) has already explained, there is a common trend to juxtapose values 

and meanings that were usually pure identifiers of the home environment to the 

concept of the office. Even the first associations that the informants, analyzed for this 

work, have made with their workstations are unequivocally linked to the home 

environment and to the metaphor of a refuge, a nest. The nest may be the best 

synonymous to figuratively explicate the emotional bound that links an individual to his 

workstation. Human beings love to have their spot, their corner where they can 

eventually retreat, refuge, where they can conceal their ideas and their thoughts, 

where they can erect invisible walls with which they are free to shape an imaginary 

room made of silent ideas that nobody else can touch. Perhaps, the workstation 

balances the need to be protected, to feel safe and secure that individuals have. 

Behold, a workstation is actually a comfort zone for the person working on it. Of course 

there are several different typologies of homes, of nests and several different ways in 

which people refer to places as at their homes. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that 

there is one common denominator that mutually embraces all different types of 

concept of home. By definition home represents a root, a landmark. Even for those 

individuals that don’t believe they have a defined, specific, physical place to call home, 

they actually have it since home can be a combination of emotional variables that 

combined together make one say “Oh, I feel like home”. It is a root that it is installed in 
one’s self, and can be found and recreated in other places. 

	  “Uh,	  yes	  it’s	  your	  place,	  your	  spot	  as	  your	  own	  spot	  at	  school,	  as	  the	  spot	  at	  the	  dining	  table	  at	  home.	  That	  is,	  at	  least	  for	  me	  

I	  always	  eat	  in	  the	  same	  spot	  when	  I	  eat	  at	  my	  parents’	  even	  if	  I	  don’t	  live	  with	  them	  anymore,	  when	  I	  go	  back	  [to	  them]	  it	  is	  

always	   the	   same	   [spot]…	   Or	   on	   the	   sofa.	   On	   the	   sofa,	   everyone	   has	   his	   own	   spot	   on	   the	   sofa.	   So	   yes..”	   (Maple)
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It is an anchor that allows an individual to have his own place, which allows him to 

understand that he is part of something, that makes him understand that he is a piece 

of a puzzle that find himself in the right place, in the right position, that it belongs to 

something or somewhere. Human beings are firstly social animals that need to find 

their place in the society, a place that makes them feel like part of something. In a 

company, workstations are the representation of such place that indirectly instill to 

employees the assurance of being part of something, of having a place in a bigger 

project. An individual’s desk reassures the person with the feeling that since he has his 

physical space he is a pawn in the game, in a community and that’s why he has the 

right and the duty to express his opinions, his beliefs and his own self for his wellbeing 
and for the company’s wellness as well, regardless of the role he covers within the firm. 

“(Talking	  about	  an	  office	  where	  she	  didn’t	  have	  her	  own	  spot)	  …a	  feeling	  of	  not	  having	  a	  space	  on	  your	  own...	  As	  if	  you	  were	  

told	  that	  tomorrow	  you	  would	  be	  sleeping	  in	  a	  dorm	  in	  a	  room	  of	  20	  people,	  this	  was	  my	  feeling...	  ‘I	  said	  "oh	  my	  God!’	  For	  

me	  it	  had	  been	  a	  trauma.”	  (Redwood)	  

 

The physical existence of the workstation strengthens in people’s minds the concept of 

the employee as being a node within an extended network, which is actually the 

company itself. The workstation is a fixed point to go back to, both physically and 

imaginarily. Whether you should go away for a coffee break at the cafeteria or you 

have to leave for a more formal meeting; whether you mentally vanish, getting lost in 

your thoughts related to your appointments of the day or the things you didn’t manage 

to achieve in time outside the office, your workstation is the place sooner or later you 

go back to. The workstation is your personal headquarter, without it an individual within 

a company would feel lost, loosing all the space conception, the sense of his work as 

well as his meaning of being in such place and his sense of importance within the 
living body. 
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THE RIGHT ORDER OF THINGS 

Another interesting observation noticed according to the experiences reviled from the 

informants analyzed regards the point of personalization of workstations, an argument 

that has always been feared by management and architects. As a matter of fact, from 

the 1980’s personalization has been permitted also to the lower level of the company, 

to employees but always in respect to decency, fearing it would violate the visual 

harmony of the office environment, or harm and affect the company's image or even 

misappropriate the work of the architect itself. Therefore, workstations customization 

has never been well seen by the top levels of the company. However, personalization 

has always been necessary for an employee in order to, as already discussed above, 

recreate that cozy environment that balances his senses and makes him feel safe and 

valuable. The interesting point here is that consequently to the revolution of the office, 

a step forward has been made also in the methods used to make a workstation more 

“mine”. As Belk has been proved in his work (2005), people were used to master their 

workstations through different approaches, most of which required the usage of extra 

ornaments or furnishing coming from experiences or places outside the office, 

elements that created direct links with memories or emotional status that quieted and 

encouraged individuals during the working day. Now instead, people feel reluctant 

toward the concept of leaving precious pictures, or items that hold intimate and strong  
values or meanings, at the mercy and judgments of other people.  

“In	  the	  sense	  of	   ...	  I	  do	  not	  know	  why,	  believe	  me,	  is	  something	  that’s	  mine,	  I'm	  at	  work	  here.	  It's	  not	  that	   ...	   it	  is	  true	  that	  

relations	  are	  good	  and	  indeed	  there	  is	  almost	  I	  wouldn’t	  say	  friendship,	  well	  yes	  friendship	  and	  confidence	  and	  everything	  

but	  I	  am	  not	  here	  to	  make	  my	  personal	  calls	  or	  to	  have	  pictures	  of	  my	  children	  and	  watch	  them	  or	  to	  show	  them,	  in	  this	  

sense,	   I	  had	  not	  even	   ..	   I	  had	  thought	  about	  putting	  them	  [children’s	  pictures]	  on	  the	  computer	  but	   in	  the	  end	  I	   just	  have	  

them	  on	  the	  cell	  phone,	  that’s	  it.	  I	  tell	  you	  it	  is	  something	  just	  mine...	  from	  a	  purely	  physical	  point	  of	  view	  the	  pictures,	  or	  put	  

there	  a	  little	  picture	  has	  never	  been	  a	  thing	  that	  must	  be	  done	  at	  least	  for	  me,	  instead,	  it’s	  the	  opposite,	  because	  exhibiting	  

something	  mine	  that	  does	  not	  interest	  anybody	  else,	  and	  if	  someone	  arrives	  in..	  I	  don’t	  know	  why,	  but	  it	  is	  something	  just	  

mine	  ...”	  (Mahogany)	  

People have become more sensible toward the harmony of a place, toward the 

features of a well design environment. Maybe due to the increased focus on design 

exercised by media or maybe just for an openness toward newness and creativity, 

human beings have recently developed a culture for beauty and a particular attention 

to details that makes them respect an architectonical work at all its level, leading to an 
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appreciation for the order of things and the clean lines. Therefore, in personalizing 

their workstation, people prefer to master them by giving what they feel it is the right 

order of things, they dispose their working items as it makes them more comfortable, in 
a way in which they can find them selves.  

	  “But	  beyond	  the	  fact	  that	  is	  quite	  tiny	  and	  we	  are	  a	  bit	  tight	  there	  because	  we	  have	  to	  work	  in	  four	  in	  that	  place	  and	  they	  

[the	  bosses]	  haven’t	  made	  us	  bigger	  desks	  but	  I'm	  happy	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  when	  I	  arrive	  in	  the	  morning	  that	  is	  my	  desk,	  I	  feel	  

it	  is	  mine,	  it's	  my	  work	  place	  because	  I	  put	  my	  things	  in	  the	  order	  as	  I	  want	  it	  to	  be,	  as	  I	  say,	  all	  that	  I	  need.”	  (Maple)	  

	  

	  “S:	  And	  the	  smile	  you	  have	  put	  here,	  for	  what	  it	  is?	  

CH:	  Here	  because	  I	  feel	  my	  workstation	  as	  mine	  in	  the	  sense	  that	  it’s	  not	  that	  I	  feel	  bad	  where	  I	  am….	  

S:	  In	  which	  way	  you	  feel	  it	  as	  yours?	  

CH:	  yes	  well	  I	  feel	  comfortable	  as	  if	  it	  was	  like	  my	  home,	  is	  not	  that	  I	  feel	  my	  workstation	  impersonal.	  I	  feel	  it	  as	  mine,	  I	  feel	  
good.	  

S:	  But	  what	  did	  you	  do	  to	  make	  it	  feels	  as	  yours?	  

CH:	  	  I	  have	  ordered	  things	  as	  I	  wished	  them	  to	  be.”(Cherry)	  

 

PLEASE DON’T LET ME WORK FROM HOME 

Beware, however, that the workstation has some associations with the concept of 

home but this doesn’t mean that employees consider their workstations or the office as 

a whole as substitutes to their homes. Even if offices and homes are the two most 

attended areas in which people spend and invest their time and emotions in, and 

where there is a continuous exchange of information that mutually flows from one part 

to the other and vice versa, employees consider the home sphere and the office 
sphere two distinct separate worlds.  

	  “Well	  it’s	  like	  closing	  a	  door	  and	  open	  up	  another	  one,	  I	  mean,	  they	  are	  two	  different	  worlds,	  separated.	  The	  office,	  work	  are	  

one	  side	  where	  you	  spend	  a	  piece	  of	  your	  day,	  home	  is	  the	  other	  side.	  So	  for	  me	  they	  are	  two	  net	  different	  worlds	  actually,	  so	  

do	  not	  mix	  them	  up.”	  (Poplar)	  	  

Furthermore, the fact that office is seen as a distinct place from home determines the 

importance and the reliability that both places have in employees’ life. The home has 

its own meanings, its own stories, memories and a set of emotional features that 

defines its uniqueness to the eyes of the individual living in it. There is only one place 

that can be considered the real home, even if people are spending more daily hours 
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inside the office than at home, and they are using expressions such has “I	   live	  

here”(Maple) when talking about where their workstation is. The physical different place, 

the dislocation of the office away from the actual locus of home has a great impact on 

the psychological status of an individual and consequently on his efficiency and 

productivity in a good way. As mentioned before, the office is first of all a group of 

people that perhaps is different from the group of people populating an individual’s 

home. Humans are social animals and need to interact with different people and the 

opportunity that the office gives to create several complex or simple relations with 

different individuals stimulates the mind and the creativity of people. Everyday at work, 

if the office environment is favorable, an individual is subject to different stimuli that 

induce him to increase his level of proactivity and reactiveness, as well as his cultural 

and social knowledge. If offices are missing, a whole chain of relations and contact 

between people that scatter creativity and productivity is missing as well. The office, 

therefore, gives people also a certain degree of variability in their lives and an access 
to the rest of the world that has a positive impact on their levels of overall satisfaction. 

	  “People	  that	  in	  my	  opinion	  …	  I	  respect…	  absolute	  respect	  for	  those	  

people	  who	  have	  chosen	  to	  remain	  at	  home	  in	  order	  to	  grow	  their	  

children,	   to	   be	   a	   housewife	   etcetera	   etcetera..	   but	   I	   mean	   those	  

people	   that	   go	   out	   have	   the	   possibility	   to	   learn	  a	   lot	   of	   things…	   I	  

don’t	  like	  staying	  at	  home	  within	  four	  walls,	  to	  do	  always	  the	  same	  

things	  over	  and	  over	  because…	   for	  me	   is	  a	  waste	  of	  precious	   time	  

that	   we	   have,	   the	   fact	   of	   being	  with	   other	   people	   that	   teach	   you	  

new	  things	  and	  then	  also	  only	  the	  fact	  that	  maybe	  you	  assist	  or	  are	  

present	   to	  given	  explanation	  of	  other	  people,	  are	  always	  an	   input	  

that	   you	   have	   for	   your	   life..	   Staying	   at	   home,	   what	   do	   you	   have	  

more,	  the	  television?	  No…”	  (Elm)	  

Going to work, the actual process of leaving 

home and transfer to another place has a 

meaning too. Leaving home behind for certain 

hours of the day means to froze part of your life, 

part of your problems and your emotional 

status, to embrace new situations, new 

environments that permit an individual’s self to exercise its diversity. As discussed at 

Figure 6-a, 7-b, 7-c Office as a motivation 
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the beginning of this work, an individual’s self is not monotonous, uniform and even. 

Our self is structured in different facets. Being in contact with different environments 

and different people enables one’s self to express a different facet, to disclose a little 

bit more of an individual’s inner part. This also benefits the person itself that 

rediscovers himself or discovers a new piece of his self. Furthermore, the act of going 

to the office is most of all a motivation. The fact that an individual faces the input of 

changing environment from the one in his house, it’s an input that induces an 

individual to, metaphorically speaking, dress the right shoes for the day, to be 
channeled toward the right way of handling things. 

	  “S:	  So	  going	  to	  the	  office	  is	  also	  a	  motivation? 

M:	  Yes,	  absolutely.	  For	  example	  also	  when	  I	  was	  at	  University	  and	  I	  didn’t	  have	  any	  lessons	  during	  a	  day	  I	  had	  to	  stay	  home	  

and	  study,	  I	  didn’t	  like	  it	  because	  staying	  at	  home	  was	  monotonous.	  The	  fact	  that	  you	  had	  to	  go	  out	  was	  a	  motivation	  to	  do	  

better	  and	  to	  do	  more.	  I	  have	  to	  go	  out	  no	  matter	  what.”	  (Maple)

	  

“Going	  to	  the	  office…	  it	  must	  be	  a	  motivation	  otherwise	  you	  can	  stay	  home	  and	  let	  someone	  else	  that	  has	  the	  willingness	  to	  

work	  to	  come.	  It	  must	  be	  a	  motivation	  for	  sure.”	  (Lacewood)	  

	  

THE OTHER HALF OF THE COIN 

THE LIQUID WORK 

Once upon a time work was pure knowledge. When creating a product, when 

elaborating a project, when building up a building, the individual assigned to a given 

work had a 360° wide range of knowledge regarding all the tasks that would have been 

carried out along the process to achieve the outcome. As a matter of fact, the worker 

was confident about the entire production process of a good, from the raw material to 

the finished product, from how to install basements up to the welding of the ceilings. In 

other worlds, this amount of knowledge meant autonomy in the working field. It also 

meant a huge level of responsibility for a single individual that was exercised on a 

longer ray of action. The more the number of covered tasks, the higher the risks to 

incur in, the wider the range of responsibility but also the higher the level of satisfaction 

when the work was achieved successfully. Furthermore, it also meant a more linear 

and fluid work since there was only a single person in charged of accomplishing it. As 
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a consequence, even if the work was interrupted and continued the next day or the 

day after, no lack of information or mismatching would have occurred. The harmony 

and the homogeneity of the entire project would remain safe. However, leaving a 

whole project in the hands of a single individual may lead to more unpleasant effect 

especially in the final outcome. As a matter of fact, the work’s improvement margin 

during its development was very limited, since it was carried out by one single 

individual, the only point of view that affected the outcome was the individual’s and it 

was always the same. Nobody else’s opinions or perspective was taken in 

consideration. Nowadays, instead, we have achieved such a specialization level that 

an entire work has been exploded and divided in littler fractions, in littler sub activities 

that well enough draw the lines that delimitate a person’s operative conditions and 

limits and where the duty of another person starts. Consequently, this implies the 

paradoxically fragmentation of responsibility. In fact, operative limits, to which an 

employee must be submitted, also sanction responsibility boundaries between the 

various human resources. This leads to a lack of employees’ interest in expanding 

their knowledge beyond what is their mere task and take refuge within the limits of 

their activities. It also may lead to a productive disruption because, as there is no 

continuity in the achievement of the outcome and a limited knowledge also of the other 

colleagues’ work needs, a misunderstanding between a pawn and the other may 

cause the whole process to be remarkably slowed down. Paradoxically a sort of 

Chinese whispers game may occur but nobody would laugh once the outcome is 

reached. Conversely, the break of work into particles has its positive aspects that must 

be considered. Along with technology and working techniques improvements, an 

individual can specialize in a single task becoming the master of that given task. He 

then acquires a level of uniqueness that defines his degree of fundamentality within 

the chain in achieving the outcome. In order for the process to be efficient and to work 

smoothly without any unforeseen events or hitches, there must exists an elevated level 

of cohesion between the various parties composing the whole work. As a matter of fact, 

it is exactly for this reason that top managers must foster teamwork and that architects 
create spaces where this way of doing things is enhanced. 

	  “While	   in	   the	  past	   I	  was	  able	   to	   do	  work	   tasks	   alone,	   now	   I	   need	  more	  people.	   For	   this	   reason	  people’s	   skills	   have	  also	  

increased.	  Before	  we	  had	  someone	  who	  had	  the	  knowledge,	  knowing	  from	  design	  to	  realization,	  now	  instead	  you	  have	  the	  
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architect	  who	  makes	  the	  design	  and	  who	  makes	  the	  executive,	  you	  have	  the	  QCM	  who	  makes	  the	  quality	  control.	  Whereas	  

before	  you	  had	  the	  surveyor	  who	  made	  the	  entire	  project,	  a	  single	  person	  achieved	  it.	  Now,	  with	  technologies,	  knowledge,	  

techniques,	  at	  the	  end	  we	  had	  to	  break,	  all	  of	  us	  had	  to	  break	  our	  business	  in	  tasks	  much	  more	  specialized.	  Prior,	  knowledge	  

was	   much	   wider;	   now	   works	   are	   fragmented	   and	   this	   also	   allows	   to	   optimize	   production,	   because	   this	   is	   where	   the	  

executive	   is	   likely	   to	   become	   the	   master	   of	   the	   executives	   and	   manages	   to	   get	   10	   outcome	   more	   than	   before...	   it	   has	  

increased	  production.	  So	  I	  say	  that	  there	  was	  a	  bang	  of	  specialization	  because	  more	  and	  more	  to	  pursue	  my	  goal	  I	  need	  to	  

share	  it	  with	  others”	  (Teak)	  

“L:	   We	   make	   these	   meetings	   and	   each	   one	   projects	   the	   activity	   that	   is	   accomplishing	   by	   showing	   the	   numbers,	   times,	  

problems,	  and	  then	  everyone	  else	  can	  share	  the	  activity	  of	  another	  person,	  this	  is	  very	  important	  because	  before	  this	  thing	  

didn’t	  exists	  and	  it	  came	  up	  with	  this	  need	  to	  share	  information.	  

S:	  From	  where…	  How	  this	  need	  appeared?	  

L:	  Mmm..	   it	   started	   from	   the	   relation	   between	   technicians	   and	   administrations	   ,	   technician	   needs	   time	   of	   answers	   from	  

administrators,	  if	  you	  have	  to	  change	  an	  order,	  hold	  a	  payment,	  and	  then	  if	  the	  administration	  does	  not	  hear,	  does	  not	  live	  

on	  its	  own	  skin	  others	  needs	  it	  does	  not	  care,	  they	  say	  ‘before	  I	  practice	  the	  other	  order’	  and	  then	  you're	  behind	  schedule,	  

the	   customer	   is	   not	   happy	   ..	   and	   therefore	   the	   need	   to	   exchange	   has	   always	   be	   present	   and	   especially	   the	   interaction	  

between	  the	  technical	  and	  administrative	  assistance.	   In	  reality	   it	   is	  seen	  that	  even	  among	  the	  technicians	  to	   improve	  the	  

quality	  of	  work	  a	  good	  example	  of	  another	  helps	  you	  to	  understand	  what	  he	  is	  doing	  wrong,	  to	  say	  'that	  is	   	  good,	  what	  a	  

great	  thing	  he	  is	  doing’,	  then	  work-‐sharing	  improves	  everyone’s	  work.	  (Lark)	  

	  “Let’s	  say,	  in	  a	  job	  more	  hands	  are	  always	  involved;	  or	  rather	  the	  more	  the	  work	  encompasses	  the	  customer,	  the	  employees,	  

the	   external	   consultants,	   suppliers,	   companies	   that	   are	   involved	   in	   the	   projects,	   the	  more	  mature	   the	  work,	   the	   project	  

becomes.	  This	  is	  evident,	  the	  more	  the	  project	  widens	  and	  involves,	  heads	  involves	  experiences,	  different	  backgrounds,	  etc.	  

the	  more	  mature	  it	  gets.”	  (Beech)	  

	  

Figures 7-a, 8-b, 8-c Figurative representation of work fragmentati

 

MEET THE ARHCITECT 

An architect gives birth to an office along with the preferences and needs that a 

company brings on his table. The relationship that bounds an architect to a company, 

however, goes far beyond their first business meeting. It all starts from the stabilization 
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of a defined company culture and company identity. All companies start from an idea 

of their creators who built around such idea an entire philosophy, which they think it 

better suits the development, growth and safety of their assets. It is not just a 

philosophy that resides and remains within the minds of the creators. Instead, it is a 

flow of thinking that invests everything around it. Such flow goes all the way from the 

top manager to the bottom line employee, from the ceiling of the building through the 

materials used to implement it, until the disposition of every single object within the 

company space. It is not only a way of thinking but it is also a way of doing and 

achieving things that the head of a company wants to share with all its fellow members 

that are running with it. For this particular reason, offices have always been thought to 

be the most powerful tool in the hands of the company through which it could expand 
and share its identity and its culture. 

	  “Work	  environment	  reflects	  the	  business	  objectives	  in	  many	  cases,	  or	  reflects	  the	  corporate	  culture,	  therefore	  I	  try	  to	  think	  

of	  spaces	  that	  also	  reflect	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  company.”	  (Birch)	  

Therefore it is of a vital importance that the person who will be in charge of designing 

and implementing a company’s offices fully understands and embraces the philosophy 

that holds the entire company. There must exists a relationship of mutual complicity 
and understanding. 

	  “There’s	  a	   company	   input	   that	  must	   surely	  be	  perceived	  by	   the	  professional	  who	  will	  design	   the	   spaces,	   that	  will	   create	  

spaces,	  that	  will	  allocate	  the	  spaces,	  and	  if	  there	  is	  no	  input	  or	  perception	  of	  the	  input	  at	  last	  it’s	  difficult	  to	  put	  some	  patch	  

or	  you	  will	  see	  that	  it	  is	  going	  to	  be	  a	  whole	  patch	  and	  the	  difficulty	  of	  making	  with	  spaces,	  let’s	  say	  not	  excellent	  but	  with	  a	  

good	  result,	  or	  good	  ...	  is	  in	  the	  relationship	  between	  aesthetic	  quality	  and	  functional	  quality."	  (Walnut)	  

	  “But	  just	  because	  this	  architect	  was	  the	  wife	  of	  one	  of	  the	  partners	  (laughter)	  so	  that	  was	  a	  choice	  because	  we	  obviously	  

had	  an	  advantage	  in	  terms	  of	  costs.	  But	  of	  course	  it	  was	  an	  architect	  who	  had	  a	  kind	  of	  taste	  that	  was	  consistent	  with	  what	  

we	  wanted	  to	  do	  because	  if	  it	  had	  been	  an	  architect	  with	  a	  too	  traditional	  or	  too	  high-‐tech	  perspective	  perhaps	  we	  wouldn’t	  

have	  liked	  him.	  And	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  is	  a	  woman	  in	  my	  opinion	  is	   interesting	  too	  because	  she	  has	  particular	  attention	  in	  

regard	  to	  spaces	  like	  the	  kitchen’s	  colors	  that	  obviously	  a	  male	  architect	  ...	  might	  not	  have.”	  (Cedar)	  

Also to cite a famous architect at this regard, Gino Valle, “I never know where I’ll end 

up when I begin a project: I find form at the heart of relationships. This is why there 

always has to be a relationship of some kind. Because, if there is no relationship no 

idea is born. And when it does emerge, well, you never know how it turn out. And this 

is what interests me.” Once such relationship of reciprocal knowledge and 

understanding has begun, business meeting might take place. Perhaps, apart from the 
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consolidated company’s culture and identity, most of the time management brings to 
the architect few needs that are not even well defined. 

“The	  activity	  with	  the	  client	  begins	  almost	  with	  a	  brainstorming	  phase,	  because	  the	  client	  in	  many	  cases	  does	  not	  have	  clear	  

ideas	  about	  what	  to	  do,	  he	  has	  goals	  but	  together	  along	  with	  their	  desires	  we	  try	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  details.	  A	  detailed	  program	  

also	  helps	   to	   focus	  more	  on	   the	  possible	  alternatives	   rather	   than	   the	   first	  choices	   that	  he	  has	   in	  mind.	  So	   first	  of	  all	   this	  

brainstorming	  phase	  where	  we	  try	  to	  develop,	  finalize	  the	  program	  of	  work.	  And	  then	  we	  start	  with	  the	  initial	  proposals,	  we	  

often	   discuss	  more	   alternative	   proposals,	   even	   radically	   alternative	   to	   investigate	   possible	   alternatives,	   to	   integrate	   the	  

spectrum	  of	  possible	  solutions	   for	  that	  type	  of	   theme,	   for	  that	  type	  of	  design	  problem.	  And…	  then	  the	  customer	  naturally	  

loves	  to	  make	  well	  thought	  choices,	  so	  alternatives	  actually	  help	  you	  in	  this.	  So	  we	  study	  few	  alternatives	  at	  an	  earlier	  stage	  

and	   then,	   after	   you	  have	   somehow	   found	   the	   correct	   road,	   you	  begin	   to	   eviscerate	  more	  and	  more	   in	  depth	  with	  a	   very	  

narrow	  dialogue” (Beech)	  

 

The two agents interacting in the phase of elaborating the concept of an office still 

have a well-defined role. The purchasing department - or the top management or the 

creator of the company depending on which has been in charge of the tasks – 

represent the culture and the identity of the company, as so it has to integrally transfer 

to the architect in the best possible way the values and the beliefs that are its 

company’s pillar. It has to let the architect smell them as to find himself fully 

impregnated. Furthermore, the head of the company also have the role to guide their 

employees as well in the understanding of the values and beliefs that the company 

privilege. It is both an example to follow and a director for the work of the architect’s 

projects as well as for the employees’ tasks and behaviors. The role of the architect, 

instead, is still a milestone in the process of constructing an office. As a matter of fact, 

the architect is in charge of understanding the deepest needs and desires of its clients, 

developing a close relationship through out all the process of building an office, as well 

as filtering the information received by the clients and transform them in concepts. A 
straight collaboration between the two parties is then strongly advice. 

 

THERE ARE MANY SLIPS BETWEEN THE CUP AND THE LIP 

In recent years a revolutionary thought coming from oversea countries has foster the 

assumption that the employee is actually at the center of the office. A sort of Illuminist 

flow applied to the world of offices that depicts the employee as the focal point around 
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which the office must be constructed. Perhaps, the sum total of the employees is what 

makes the company itself, without employees companies wouldn’t exist. The 

employees are the gasoline that makes a huge engine such as a company work. As 

already discussed, the lower the employee’s satisfaction, the lower his productivity 

towards the company’s goal. Therefore, scholars and researchers have been 

scattering around in order to define the most valuable solutions that balance 

employees’ level of satisfaction and wellbeing with their level of productivity. As a 

result, theories concerning the work-life balance, the innovative ergonomic laws and 

products improving acoustics as well as other technological devices have been 

developed. Also in our country such a theory has arrived, it has been understood well 

enough to become a frequent argument of study and of discussion. Unfortunately, the 

association has been installed in people’s mind but it still remains just a thought, as 
architects have confirmed it.  

“I	  worked	  very	  well	  with	  Fiat	  for	  example	  where	  union	  pressure	  are	  for	  some	  standards	  highly	  noticeable,	  and	  it	  emerged	  

more	   than	   from	   other	   companies	   that,	   whatever	   the	   time,	   when	   you	   had	   to	   go	   for	   an	   openspace	   you	   actually	   think	   of	  

creating	  an	  openspace,	  not	   to	   improve	  the	  condition	  of	  people	  who	  have	   found	  

themselves	  until	  yesterday	  to	  work	  in	  offices	  of	  2,	  4	  people	  and	  now	  they	  will	  be	  

included	   in	   a	   much	   larger	   environment.	   Surely	   you	   get	   used	   to	   it	   and	   it	   is	   a	  

matter	  of	  habit,	  adapting	  is	  critical	   for	  success	  between	  the	  parties	   ...	   to	   join	  in	  

some	   way	   to	   find	   a	   common	   goal;	   however,	   too	   often	   the	   desire	   to	   be	   able	  

to…(think	  about	  employees’	  needs)	  lacks.”	  (Fir)	  

	  

Such lack of connection between the ideal concept and 

the physical action of transforming it into reality finds its 
roots in three main reasons. 

1. Who is the client? 

Even if architects are little by little changing their set of 

association and including such new perspective, they 

still have as first, immediate association, when thinking 

about their client, the head of a company. The company 

is the one that actually gives the initial guidelines and 

pays for their work therefore the company is the mere Figures 8-a, 9-b, 9-c Architects and 
Management alienation 
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client. As it is the client, architects are directly or indirectly satisfying its needs 

that might not coincide with its employees’ needs. By focusing primarily on the 

head of a company due to business reasons, architects loose any favorable 

inputs to go beyond the needs brought on the table by the client and investigate 

which are the operative needs that may harm the wellbeing of employees. 

 
“	   The	   client	   are	   both	   the	   company	   as	   the	   leadership,	   who	   has	   the	   task	   of	   managing	   and	   also	   to	   control	   the	  

development	  of	  the	  company,	  and	  the	  final	  user,	  the	  clerk	  ,	  the	  employee,	  they	  are	  the	  ones	  who	  live	  such	  spaces	  .	  

Both	   of	   them	   are	   the	   client	   because	   on	   one	   hand	   the	   attendant	   is	   the	   one	   inhabiting	   the	   space	   and	   have	  

operational	   requirements,	   and	   every	  day	   touch	  with	  hands	  what	   is	   the	   result	   of	   your	  work.	  On	   the	  other	  hand	  

there	   is	   instead	   the	  company,	   the	  management	  of	   the	  company	   that	  has	   the	   task	  of	  guiding	  and	  governing	   the	  

company's	   development	   and	   therefore	   also	   to	   introduce	   in	   some	   cases	   variants	   to	   those	   items	   which	   were	  

standard	  operating	  modes	  for	  example,	  to	  bring	  the	  team	  to	  work	  in	  a	  different	  way	  or	  to	  vary	  partly	  on	  its	  way	  of	  

working.	  So	  let's	  say	  the	  customer	  are	  both	  and	  you	  have	  somehow	  to	  give	  an	  answer	  to	  the	  expectations	  of	  the	  

company	  that	  wants	  to	  grow,	  evolve,	  change	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time,	  however,	  not	  ..	  not	  forgetting,	  neglecting	  those	  

that	  are	  the	  daily	  operational	  needs	  of	  the	  team,	  which	  must	  be	  able	  to	  continue	  to	  work	  with	  maximum	  efficiency.	  

Customers	  are	  both	  sides.	  [...]	  (	  And	  afterwards	  he	  contradicts	  himself	  )	  And	  you	  know	  employees	  change	  and	  the	  

company	   remains.	  However,	   the	   offices	   should	   reflect	   the	   corporate	   culture,	   they	  must	   reflect	   the	  medium	  and	  

long–term	   objectives	   of	   the	   company	   not	   so	   much	   the	   specific	   needs	   of	   the	   individual	   that	   can	   be	   different.”	  

(Beech)	  

 

2. Company’s culture 

As said before, for long time offices have been the most exhaustive and direct 

fashion in which a company could show and share with its workforce the culture 

and the identity of the company. Consequently, just through a look at the office 

space people could easily understand if the company in which they are in is a 

company that values more the hierarchy and the control over the human 

resources or if it is a firm that values its employees and takes in consideration 

their life and their wellbeing both during the work day and outside the office 

space. Therefore, if a company doesn't encompass in its objectives the desire 

to make the office a place valuable also for their employees and takes in 

serious consideration the needs of its workforce, it is really hard to physically 

transform the concept of the employee as the focal point of the office into reality.  
	  

	  “Mmm..	  it	  can	  bring	  to	  a	  different	  sensibility	  in	  the	  way	  you	  approach	  the	  project.	  It	  is	  definitely	  not	  simple,	  it	  is	  

definitely	  not	  easy,	  it's	  something	  you	  have	  to	  want	  because	  you	  have	  to	  commit	  time,	  resources,	  you	  have	  to	  put	  

someone	  either	   from	  the	   inside	  of	  your	   staff	  or	   from	  external	   sources	   to	  do	   this	   research,	  and	   I	   repeat	   it	   is	  not	  
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something	  that	  is	  culturally	  shared	  from	  everyone	  especially	  in	  these	  days.	  They	  have	  a	  hard	  time	  thinking	  that	  

this	  is	  something	  that	  must	  be	  done,	  maybe	  you	  do	  not	  even	  think	  of	  it	  either.	  Here	  all	  you	  care	  about	  is	  that	  you	  

have	  to	  put	  people	  to	  work	  for	  your	  business”.	  (Fir)	  

 

3. Lack of trust 

Finally, what really affect the possibility of concretizing such concept is a huge 

lack of trust in employees from both architects and the head of the company. 

Trust is missing in the way in which top managers relate to their workforce and 

the increasing trend in latest years to develop a net of openspaces within 

companies is just the confirmation of it as well as a further declaration that 

companies are still looking at the productivity side of the medallion – the 

maximum capacity of people per square meter - when designing an office. 

Furthermore, both parties have serious doubts in pretending the value added 

from an employee’s consideration regarding the design or layout of the office is 

actually relevant in order to obtain a better aesthetical environment. This is 

because they believe employees are constrained to their area of concern, to 

their desks and the immediate surroungings and thus their vision is too focused 

on their needs and desires. Since they do not have the capabilities and 

knowledge as well as a wider perspective on the company’s hitches as a whole, 

their point of view still does not matter a lot, or does not even matter at all. 

 
	  “The	  single	  employee	  tends	  to	  have	  a	  very	  partial	  view	  of	  problems.	  Therefore	  a	  general	  problem	  can’t	  be	  solved	  

through	  an	  approach,	  a	  partial	  sensitivity,	  and	  individual	  approach.	  It	  (designing	  the	  offices)	  needs	  someone	  who	  

might	   be	   the	   architect,	   who	  might	   be	   the	   entrepreneur,	   in	   short,	   someone	  who	   has	   a	   general	   overview	   of	   the	  

problem	  and	  knows	  how	  to	  give	  a	  general	  answer	  to	  open-‐response	  circumstances.”	  (Beech)	  

 

FACEOFFICE, THE SOCIAL OFFICE 

	  “All	  in	  all,	  the	  office	  is	  increasingly	  becoming	  the	  place	  where	  we	  come	  to	  find	  other	  people,	  a	  place	  to	  socialize.	  In	  a	  place	  

of	  socialization	  I	  do	  not	  put	  individual	  panels,	  I	  should	  put	  spaces	  that	  allow	  socialization.	  It	  means	  putting	  many	  meeting	  

rooms	  ...perhaps	  the	  shared	  tables,	  the	  fact	  of	  being	  able	  to	  have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  be	  close	  to	  people	  I've	  never	  even	  said	  

hello	   to,	   I	  knew	  they	  were	  colleagues	  but	   I	  haven’t	  ever	  worked	  alongside	  with	   them,	  now	  I	  get	   that	  opportunity.	   It	   (the	  

office)	  has	  changed	  from	  the	  workplace	  to	  a	  place	  of	  socialization.”	  (Teak)	  
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The status of technology development has given the possibility to breakdown many 

physical barriers in order to foster communication. Generation Y is addicted to social 

networks that enable quick exchange of ideas, as well as sharing the emotional status 

to the world and enhancing the faster setting of new trends. It is a totally different way 

of communicating where a message 

sent through Whatsapp has more 

value and power than a phone call. 

Generation X, who is actually 

populating the offices, is following the 

trend as well to keep track with the 

fast changing world we are living in. 

Bars, restaurants, airports, stations, trains have been technologically redesign and 

supplied with equipment that enable off-office employees to find a point of apogee 

where they can check emails, upload orders, visualize online catalogues, make 

conference calls from outside their workstations. People now have the capability to 

work anywhere as long as they have their portable technological devices –tablets 

instead of smartphones instead of pcs. Paradoxically, a person may think that offices 

have become useless. As far as the architects’ opinion is concerned, offices will never 

disappear. The way of working may increase the level of flexibility, workstation may no 

more be the element characterizing the office, or offices will no longer be considered 

extremely necessary in order to work, to achieve a task. But offices’ value added is no 

more given by the association according to which an office defines the social status of 

the individual living in it; instead it is given by the sense of community that it represent. 

Employees need to have physical contact with their colleagues, to interact with people, 

to implement some confrontation of their work, to find stimuli that foster their creativity, 

to share problems and ideas, and to work in teams. Office furniture and its disposition 

has the duty to foster meetings and sharings without creating barriers to relations 
Therefore, offices will never disappear. 

	  “The	  office	  is	  made	  for	  90%	  of	  relations	  and	  the	  work	  you	  do,	  and	  for	  the	  10%	  of	  furniture,	  that	  only	  serves	  to	  make	  them	  

feel	  better	  and	  make	  them	  express	  in	  the	  best	  way	  possible	  to	  create	  the	  meeting.	  The	  act	  of	  meeting	  then	  creates,	  improves,	  

facilitates	  working	  processes,	  as	  well	  as	  it	  increases	  the	  ability	  that	  one	  has	  to	  concentrate	  but	  also	  the	  ability	  to	  start	  and	  

make	  relationships.”	  (Lark) 

Figures 9-a, 10-b, 10-c Images recalling community in the office 
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FOUR SOLID PILLARS 

Even if the entire World is moving toward the realization of offices more and more 

futuristic, one-of-a-kind, unstandardized, highly sustainable, someone more linear and 

minimal, others more fragmented and dislocated, there still are few solid pillars around 

which offices are constructed. Elements that communize most of the typologies of 

offices that have been created, issues at which architects always think of and like to 

have in their projects as they will result more accurate and harmonious. These issues 
are: 

• transparency/natural light 

	  “I	  think	  something	  very	  important	  from	  the	  point	  of	  view	  of	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  interior	  staging,	  however,	  is	  that	  if	  

you	   can	   work	   with	   one	   side	   of	   the	   office,	   you	   can	   use	   the	   glass-‐wall	   that	   gets	   the	   city	   inside	   the	   office.	   This	  

immediately	  gives	  a	  spatial	  quality	  of	  images,	  of	  completeness,	  which	  you	  cannot	  have	  if	  you	  have	  a	  blind	  façade	  

because	   the	   city	   changes	   from	   hour	   to	   hour	   and	   from	  moment	   to	  moment.	   Just	   think	   about	   trivially	   of	   a	   car	  

passing	  by,	  it	  changes	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  environment.	  The	  inner	  environment	  changes	  as	  well.	  The	  glass-‐wall	  used	  

with	   certain	   adjustments	   for	   the	   internal	   privacy...	   must	   be	  mediated,	   however,	   I	   am	   in	   favor	   of	   the	  windows	  

because	  I	  think	  quality	  increases	  even	  if	  one	  may	  not	  notice	  the	  reason	  at	  first.	  (Lark)	  

	  

Figures 10-a, 11-b, 11-c, 11-d Images fostering transparency 

 

• green/nature 
	  “The	  theme	  of	  Green	  within	  the	  workspaces	  also	  interests	  me	  a	  lot.	  I	  find	  it	  pleasant	  to	  found	  it	  also	  in	  the	  inside,	  

especially	  when	  you're	  not	   in	  an	  urban	  environment	  where	  you	  have	  the	  chance	  to	  see	  those	   large	  green	  areas	  

outside,	  you	  know.	  So	  the	  theme	  of	  'green'	  as	  a	  completion	  (of	  the	  office)…”	  (Beech)	  

 

 
Figures 11-a, 12-b, 12-c, 12-d Ever-changing nature also within the office 
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• visional care 
“Color.	  By	  using	  colors	  in	  the	  proper	  way	  it	  helps	  to	  stimulate	  our	  brain	  capacity.	  [...]	  The	  first	  (image)	  that	  struck	  

me	  was	   this	  one,	   in	   the	   sense	  of	  geometry,	   the	  pleasure	   to	  have	  a	   contact	  with	   forms,	  and	   it	   is	  what	  makes	  an	  

environment	  even	  more	  harmonic	  or	  not.	  It	  is	  sensoriality”	  (Fir)	  

 

Figures 12-a, 13-b, 13-c, 13-d The important feature of color and visional care 

 

• interaction 
	  

	  “Why	  do	  I	  come	  to	  the	  office?	  It	  is	  because	  I	  have	  to	  meet	  people,	  isn’t	  it?	  Therefore,	  if	  I	  have	  to	  meet	  people…	  is	  

my	  office	  done	  in	  an	  appropriate	  way	  to	  meet	  people?	  This	  is	  the	  first	  question	  that	  should	  be	  done	  at	  first,	  do	  you	  

understand?	  Because	  if	  I	  go	  into	  a	  bar	  and	  I	  cannot	  even	  find	  a	  place	  to	  sit	  down	  and	  we	  are	  all	  over	  the	  counter,	  

that	  is	  not	  a	  socializing	  place.	  Autogrill	  is	  not	  a	  place	  for	  socialization.	  This	  here	  (indicating	  the	  meeting	  room	  we	  

are	  in)	  is	  a	  place	  where	  we	  can	  socialize.”	  (Teak)	  

 

Figures 13-a, 14-b, 14-c, 14-d Interaction and socialization 

 

THE UNDEFEATABLE NIGHTMARE  

Architects truly believe in office layout and furniture implementation inside the office as 

their last touch of a project that turn the entire work into a masterpiece. The details 

studied meticulously by architects are the value added of the space. A major amount 

of time is spent in analyzing the best forms, lines, color boards, material, product 

disposition that will best valorize the entire space. Details are the moment in which the 

end of a complex circle of time and strength consuming activities is sanction as well as 



65	   	  

the time when the project reaches its aesthetic peak. Perhaps, the moment 

immediately after the end of the work, when everything is still perfectly as designed 

and yet untouched by the people who will live it, is the moment of pure emotion for the 

architects that get the chance to see and look at their masterpieces as they actually 

want them to be, always clean and truly representative of the mother drawing’s lines. 

Unfortunately, all architects are aware of the fact that once their masterpieces become 

the living grounds for other individuals, which may not have a strong sensibility 

towards the harmoniously lines composing the office environment, something will alter 

and unbalance the continuity of spaces and of an idea that the architect has achieved 

to transform in pure form. Employees have the right and the need to shape their place 

to feel as comfortable as they pleased, to master their desk in order to construct a 

relationship between the space and their self to define physical and psychological 

limits of their territory. But there must be a limit to their personalization beyond which 

the level of harmoniousness characterizing the office will plummet, the culture and 

identity of the company will be overcome by the materialization of the different selves 

populating the office. Such limit can be physically stated through a written statement in 

companies’ policy, or it can be metaphorically acquired by breathing and sharing the 

culture of the company, which indirectly express its idea regarding the space 

personalization through managers’ behaviors and their approach to the office space. 

Too much personalization may visually disturb the coherence of the space altering the 

architect’s work, influencing colleagues’ concentration, and it can harm the company’s 
culture, goals and objectives that the office radiates.  

"Office	   is	   not	   a	   house	   where	   you	   have	   to	   have	   the	   picture	   hanging,	   your	   photos	   in	   short	   here.	   The	   house	   is	   one,	   the	  

workplace	  can	  be	  many	  and	  then	  you	  can	  customize	  it	  but	  always	  within	  the	  limits	  of	  decency.	  "	  (Cedar)	  

“So	  you're	  saying	  ...	  that's	  nice	  to	  have	  a	  desk	  because	  at	  night	  I	  can	  leave	  all	  the	  crap	  on	  the	  table	  and	  no	  one,	  I'm	  saying	  

the	  cards,	  as	  I	  put	  them	  because	  the	  next	  day	  I	  know	  that	  I’ll	  find	  the	  cards	  in	  the	  same	  positions	  and	  I	  know	  that	  a	  card	  is	  

available	  right	  there?	  Think	  just	  about	  the	  impact	  of	  it	  ...	  because	  in	  the	  end	  what	  I	  am	  asking	  is	  that	  desks	  must	  be	  clean	  by	  

the	  time	  people	  leave	  their	  places.	  [...]	  So	  our	  desk	  is	  a	  bit	  as	  the	  mirror	  of	  what	  we	  say	  is	  our	  way	  of	  working	  and	  I	  now,	  

then	   I’ll	   accompany	   you	   for	   a	   tour	   upstairs	   and	   I'll	   show	   you	   classic	  workstations	   and	  what	   is	   the	   consequence	   of	   this	  

personalization	  of	  the	  office.	  It	  actually	  is	  the	  ‘uncustomization’	  (of	  the	  workspace)	  because	  in	  the	  end	  it	  gets	  a	  little	  as	  to	  

treat	  the	  public	  land.	  We	  say	  that	  the	  desk	  is	  my	  company’s	  but	  then	  I	  leave	  piles	  of	  papers,	  I	  leave	  sticks	  on	  the	  cabinets,	  

you	  leave	  a	  mess	  that	  I	  see.	  if	  I	  go	  after	  months	  in	  the	  same	  place	  I	  maybe	  see	  the	  same	  card	  in	  the	  same	  position	  because	  in	  

the	  end	  they	  become	  nobody’s	  possessions...	   I	   see	  people	  who	  have	  bundles	  of	  paper	  that	  have	  been	  there	   for	  months,	   for	  
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years,	  things	  that	  maybe	  I'm	  not	  ...	  But	  if	  you	  spend	  the	  night	  here,	  from	  an	  aesthetic	  point	  of	  view,	  it	  (the	  office)	  is	  beautiful	  

because	  you	  see	  the	  furniture	  completely	  empty,	  completely	  clean,	  things	  look	  impressive	  in	  the	  evening.	  Upstairs	  we	  do	  not	  

see,	  do	  not	  even	  see	  the	  wood	  of	  the	  furniture	  anymore	  and	  the	  culture	  here	  is	  to	  let	  desks	  free,	  but	  then	  it	  is	  as	  it	  happens	  at	  

home.	   I	  am	  not	  a	  person	   that	  at	  home	   I	  do	  not	   clear	   the	   table	  because	   I	   like	   to	  have	   the	  placemat	   in	  a	   certain	  position	  

therefore	  in	  the	  evening	  I	  do	  not	  clear	  the	  dining	  table.”	  (Teak)	  

	  

Figure 14 Image recalling the intollerance toward office personalization 

 

ARE WE SURE WE ARE GOING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION? 

By going through these macro-issues derived from the interviews, few milestones can 

be fixed. Employed people are not clones. Employees, as a confirmation of the 

preliminary discourse made at the beginning of this work, are extremely influenced by 

the environment that surrounds them. It is an environment that consists of two 

dimensions, a physical and an emotional level. Employees interact with each other, 

share information with the other colleagues around him and try to construct 

relationships that help them to feel comfortable in the environment they are working in. 

Sharing information, also personal information is not something extremely easy to do. 
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In sharing information with other people, an individual is actually exposing himself to 

the rest of the community. In the act of exposing, the person reveals a part of his self 

to acquaintances or to barely known people that might harm him. Therefore, 

individuals define a zone in the office where they can find refuge, where they feel 

comfortable and safe. A place they can mark as their territory. Such place, such 

landmark coincides with the individual’s workstation. Thus, workstations are important 

to employees’ eyes not only for their functionality but most of all for the range of 

meanings individuals have attached to them. Employees have the extreme need to 

possess a physical place within the walls of the company in order to delimitate their 

territory and to touch with hands that they are actually part of something. Due to its 

animal nature, human beings have the tremendous necessity to feel they have their 

spot, to feel they belong somewhere. Their workstation is the piece that physically 

joints the employees to the company, and as long as it remains theirs, they master it 
as to feel as more comfortable as they believe is necessary. 

Furthermore, another milestone that seems to be at the base of more than one issue, 

as far as the company’s environment is concerned, is that people have the desperate 

need to feel part of something, to feel valuable for someone, to be surrounded by a 

community. Employees’ level of satisfaction mostly depends on the degree to which 
their company takes in consideration their ideas, their needs and their opinions. 

According to the information gathered from the interviews, employees reprimand their 

companies for a huge lack of listening and of trust. Companies still are too focused on 

the overall productivity of the company and therefore look at their employees as single 

gears instead of resources. This means that a shift in companies’ focal point is 

dramatically needed along with the adoption of a more horizontal approach based on 

activities and a company culture that together foster both mutual relationships of trust 

among employees and between employees and management, and enhance team 

spirit. Companies are aware that they are the composition of single individuals and 

thus it is the synergy coming from their sum total that makes the company work. 

However, unbelievable but true, companies still have hard times to understand that it 

would be just a matter of transmitting to its employees a little more sense of 

consideration to make a step further toward the realization of a better environment that 
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positively impacts on the employee’s productivity. A great improvement might even 

come from stop considering employees’ workstation personalization as junk and trying 
to embrace their need of reconstructing a second home in the office. 

Moreover, there are few features that employees values the most within the office, a 

part from their workstation and the high level of interaction. Architects and top 

managers share these features as well. Having windows that allow natural light and 

external environment to ‘come in’ the office, or that enables employees to evade, even 

if only mentally, create the premises for an individual to better enjoy and appreciate the 

environment of his office. Such element of transparency, in fact, on one side permits 

natural light to illuminate the office and this positively affects the physical and mental 

status of individuals; on the other hands it is a simple and fantastic way in which office 

environment can turn into a ever changing, highly dynamic space. Thus, employees in 

a sense are living a highly variable office, not at all monotonous. And we all know that 
monotony is one of the variables that negatively affect satisfaction. 

Another important feature is the green feature. The color green, as renowned, helps 

people to reach an emotional balance that comforts individuals’ self. But green also 

means nature. Employees give value to nature within their office space as it 

smoothens the sharp angles of the more typical formal office environment. Plus, 

companies that invest in plants and vegetal living beings are perceived as companies 

that care about the aesthetical environment and the cleanness and pureness of the air 
employees are breathing. 

Significant misalignments are characterizing the meanings, rather then aesthetical 

features that the two parties are giving to the concept of office. As a result the 

percentage of employees satisfaction is lower than what it could be if their needs 

would be taken directly in consideration, keeping loked the harmonious environment 
that might foster if the employees were moved to the center of the office.  

According to the perceptions and experiences of our informants, offices will not 

disapper in future times. World keeps moving faster and fasters towards a 360° 

engagement of the single individual. Nowadays in order to be competitive on the office 

market, a product that presents ergonomic and comfortable characteristics is no longer 
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a guarantee. To the naive eyes of most of the employees, a branded desk or an 

unbranded desk does not make that big of a difference in terms of productivity. Offices 

need to be developed along the interactivity dimension and this involves managing 
different features. 

On the basis of the meetings and interviews made for the development of this work, 

therefore based on the mere affirmations of the informants analyzed, guidelines for an 
optimal office have been imagined and it will be proposed in the following lines. 

 

THE OFFICE I WISH FOR 

A really smart office is one that seriously takes in consideration the deepest needs of 

people living the workspace and their desperate need to communicate with different 

hierarchical levels. The optimal office that has been imagined has few and simple 

characteristics and in order to let the reader fully immerge in it, such features have 
been considered in single paragraphs.  

 

 

 

Figure 15 Marketing campaign for Piano C coworking offices 
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THE GIANT LISTENER  

For long time people, especially companies, pretended to please their employees 

without asking what they really wanted. It is like trying to win the millionaire only by 

guessing. Sometimes it can go well and get the right answer. Unfortunately, as in the 

game of the millionaire, there is more than one question or need to give an answer to. 

Therefore, the starting point for a new typology of office is to first establish a company 

culture that can act as breeding grounds for the office. Company’s culture is the image 

that the office will then reflect and it is the primary input that enables a balanced and 

shared environment to rise. Thus, culture must rotate around few important concepts. 

As first, culture must be as clear, transparent, simple and synthetized as possible in 

order to be transmitted and shared easily without any hitches or doubts by anyone. 

Secondly, culture must be based upon a horizontal approach, which focal point is the 

employee and his wellbeing. From an architectonical point of view, a horizontal 

company means implementation of offices that are no more representative of the 

social status of individuals. Vertical hierarchy may construct both physical and 

psychological barriers. Offices must breakdown all sorts of barriers to communication 

among employees and between employees and management. Therefore, managers 

are no more identifiable by their closed office. If the manager does what he is 

supposed to do, employees will identify the top managers anyway. As a matter of fact, 

the head of the company must realize that its top role does not encompass only 

decision-making process regarding administrative, production and purchasing issues. 

Its role goes far beyond material purposes. The head of a company is also in charge of 

the wellbeing of its employees, physical, emotional and psychological. Top managers 

must dress the coat of both an example to follow, which draws the lines of action and 

the rules of the game within the office, and of a guide that accompanies and educates 

through the years his employees and fosters them to give their best, to take out what 

their real worth is. Increasing employees’ trust toward their managers, toward their 

guides and the company itself must be managers’ first prerogative. Metaphorically, 

employees can be visualized as the cat standing on the bathtub full of water. They will 

always be suspicious. As long as they do not feel comfortable the environment 

reigning in the office will never be fruitful. But whenever employees start seeing that 

top managers descend from the high levels and start “behaving” as employees, 
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meeting them personally, listen to their thoughts and needs vis-a-vis, and creating with 

them some kind of relation that goes beyond the mere employee-employer relationship, 

their trust toward management will inevitably rise. Of course this process it’s not simple 

to achieve. It takes a lot of effort from the point of view of managers, which need to 

gather a huge amount of willpower. Limiting their activity to a mere control of the 

number of the heads in the office is way too simple and perhaps too little remunerative 

not mentioning the low quality level of the working environment. By being patient and 

productive, managers will be rewarded by a higher level of trust that will significantly 

impact on the level of productivity of the company as a whole, reducing the probability 

of spin-offs. Higher levels of trust mean higher levels of satisfaction; higher level of 

satisfaction means an increase in the efforts addressed to the work performed, thus 

more care and accuracy in doing things and thus being more efficient. The 

fundamental point here is the capability and willingness of top managers to leave 

behinds their materialism and delusions of grandeur to embrace a more constructive 

and direct attitude toward their employees that will foster and develop a more valuable 

environment for both parties. Even if the company is made of the sum total of 

individuals, top managers primarily address office environment. Such environment 

then influences employees, whose status impacts on the level of productivity. 

Employees’ productivity then affects top managers. It’s a cycle that loops over and 

over and it also testifies that employees’ job isn’t less important than top managers’ 

one. If employees are not able to efficiently perform their tasks, the head of the 

company is stuck as well. Therefore, the office environment is a matter that invests the 

entire living body of the company. It is, thus, imperative for the head of a company to 

choose an architect that is willing to embrace the culture that stands behind the entire 

company and that considers the satisfaction of the company’s needs as a whole the 
real value added of his work that make it an unique masterpiece. 

 

STAY HUNGRY, GET SOCIAL 

As already stated many times before, offices are primarily made of people. Employees, 

even if armed with devices that enable them to work from different places outside the 

walls of the office, still come to work within the company. People consider direct, 
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physical interaction with other individual a valuable resource. Going to the office and 

meeting other colleagues is first of all a motivation to do better, revealing a truly 

pleasure in keep learning something new and in compering with the others the work 

done. It is a sort of sharing work information, of work socialization that employees 

need in order to build a community inside the office. The work community in the office 

helps creating that kind of environment in which a person feels he belongs to a group 

because there are common values, shared experiences, and mutual understanding 

that imaginarily encompass all individuals in one group. The company has the duty to 

reconsider spaces for interaction, for work socialization, and those spaces to which 

once was given little efforts to be implemented because considered ‘useless’ as well. 

Openspaces are good frameworks to build team spirits and sharing information. They 

can underline the belief of an open, horizontal and transparent organization where 

every pawn of the game gets to meet everyone else. But the lack in privacy and the 

high level of acoustic reverberation of sound are the two main drawbacks of a 

framework that comes from the 1960’s. Therefore, employees must be educated and 

addressed toward the mutual respect of silence and a particular sensibility of 

everybody else’s level of concentration. As a consequence, the environmental 

emotional comfort increases along with a reduction in psychological stress. 

Furthermore, the need of confidentiality in a horizontal and transparent organization is 

no more a discriminating variable that defines who has the right to use meeting rooms 

or who can have a close office for ‘more important duties’. There are no duties or tasks 

that are more important than others. Employees’ need of privacy when making a 

phone call or when compering their work with a colleague is exactly the same need of 

their employers. Thus, in the “office I wish for”, along with the awareness of employees, 

more socialization areas are implemented. Be aware that this does not mean an 

increase in the number of cafeterias, but instead it stands for a chance to increase the 

usage opportunities of other less used spaces. The commonplace of meeting rooms 

as formal places reserved only for meeting clients or for addressing ‘important’ 

meetings such as the financial statement consolidation is abolished. Since they are 

working in an openspace, all employees have the right to use such private spaces 

whenever they need to make work or personal phone calls, to discuss with colleagues 
or to take a moment in order to regain the level of concentration. 
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THE ‘MUST HAVE’ FEATURES 

As architects try to teach office decoration and the use of office furniture are the icing 

on the cake of an architectonical masterpiece. Office configuration glorifies and 

enriches spaces and forms. Perhaps, emotional climate and culture do represent a 

great part of the office, however also the office layout has its own influence on making 

the office space a great place to work in. Therefore, in “the office I wish for” there are 
few cornerstone that physically characterize the workspace. 

First of all, the office must be run over by natural light. Such wonderful feature requires 

an investment in glass-walls minutely studied and adjusted by architects who are the 

ones that possess the competences to do a great and well-finished work. This 

investment is a one-shot investment. No bills have to be paid for natural light, it’s free. 

Moreover, natural light has a great impact on people’s mood and temperament as well 

as on their physical wellbeing. An office in which employees’ spirit is oriented toward 

positivism and mutual wellbeing is an healthy office that gives a lot of opportunities 

both in terms of productivity as well as the creation of strong relations and bounds that 
can flourish outside the office walls.  

Natural light implies windows, which in turn means to have an access to the external 

world. People have the possibility to evade from their daily task for few seconds just by 

taking a look to the outside surroundings. Sometimes people do not need caffeine to 

take a break; watching a car passing by, or rain falling, or nature moving may reconcile 

them much more. Plus, since computers have become the most important tool at work, 

giving a break to individuals’ eyes is as valuable as wearing an helmet on construction 
sites. 

Another important feature that positively impact on employees’ level of productivity is 

‘the green element’. Having plants living along with employees breaks down the 

associations linked to the office that people have as a grey, metallic space. Nature 

softens the sharp angles of the workspace. A company that invests in nature is a good 

company. Therefore, also the associations bounding companies as money-oriented 

entities crumbles because investing in plants paradoxically means taking care of other 

living beings. And this, at employees’ eyes, increases the level of consideration that 
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they think companies have in their respect. Plus, the colors of plants and flowers 

interfere with people negativism, balancing their sensibility. Nature’s colors and forms 

have the ability to transform any static space in a dynamic and ever-changing 

environment. Furthermore, investing in plants means also providing a space for letting 

such living beings growing and maturing. Thus, ceiling should be higher. Higher ceiling 

transmit a sense of freedom and openness to employees. “The office I wish for” is, 

therefore, a space where people can take a deep breath, where they won’t feel any 

sense of oppression coming neither from the top nor from the walls. It is an open 
space. 

 

AN UNUSUAL TEAMWORK 

Without any doubts, focusing all the efforts around employees, as said before, is not 

that simple. Individuals are different in many ways. People differ in physical structure, 

in way of thinking, in way of expressing their feelings, in interacting. This is because 

every individual has a different self that characterizes him. Therefore, it would seem 

pretty hard to gather together all the desires and preferences of all company’s 

individuals regarding the office. However, office customization might not be as 

impossible as it seems. Through the analysis of the employed informants, two 

important features came straight in surface. Workstations have a far deepest meaning 

than the mere desks upon which tasks are implemented, documents are signed and 

computers stand. Workstation are the landmark, the point of reference to which the 

employee goes back to every time he leaves, and the cozy nest that makes him feel as 

safe and protect as a second home. Secondly, workstations are not perceived as of 

employees’ property until they can actually master them and dispose their things in the 

order they please, the order that balances the individual’s senses. On the other hand, 

as already discussed above, personalization hasn’t been seen as any kind of value 

added by the head of companies. How such a matter can be balanced to ensure both 

parties’ satisfaction? Furthermore, with the specialization of work and fragmentation of 

working tasks, a standardized office concept composed of identically supplied 

workstations and cabinets evenly distributed among the individuals living the space is 

no more acceptable. Different working tasks of different departments require different 
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skills as well as different spatial needs to be fulfilled. For example, a financial analyst 

requires a smaller workstation than a technical drawing designer since the former 

usually only needs the space for his computer and for his calculator. It is actually the 

kind of task that will be implemented that defines the typology of furniture required to 

efficiently accomplish the task. Therefore, in editing the concept of the office a three- 

party collaboration is required. The three parties involved are the architects, the top 

management, and the employees. The architect together with the top management, 

which have more experience and a whole vision of the situation, brainstorm and select 

the furniture collection and set of few standard finishing. At this point employees are 

taken in consideration in the decision-making process. They are called to take their 

own responsibility. Top managers will meet the employee and say: “on the basis of our 

culture and our budget along with the suggestions of the architects we have chose this 

collection of furniture with this finish. Now, since you are working as a … and we value 

a lot your efforts, in order to best perform your work, what elements do you need your 

workstation to be made of?” Afterwards, once the employee had decided of how many 

elements its workstation will be composed, top managers will indicate the approximate 

space in which the employee will work in and then the employee is covered with the 

freeness of compose and assemble the various elements to make the workstation he 
pleases, to dispose the elements in the order he pleases.  

Such procedure may seem odds at first. But it has its strengths. From the point of view 

of the top managers and the architects, they take most of the relevant decisions such 

as the architectonical elements, the materials, the color board, the mood, and costs. In 

this way, define guidelines are drawn to avoid any high level of unloadable 

customization. On the other hands, employees are enriched by the power of taking 

decisions, even if it might seems a little insignificant one. The fact that employees are 

directly called in play increases their interest toward the space they are working in, 

they feel valuable since they perceive that their opinions and positions within the 

company matter to the management and for the achievement of a place that will be 

shared right from the beginning from everybody. It is a place that will be built and 
suited for and from everybody, interactively. 
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THE VERY LAST THOUGHT 

This work began from a personal issue, it comes from the willingness to make people 

feel better, live better in a well-frequented space such as the office. People are 

spending a third of their day within the office. We can actually state that people live in 

the office, and with the ever-changing technologies is very hard to define boundaries 

between an individual’s office and his home. Maybe time has come to question 

ourselves which place is actually to be considered home and which one instead is the 

office. People strongly associate offices with homes, transferring values and things 

from one place to the other. However, there is still only one place to call home 

whereas offices are being fragmented in many different locations, thanks to technology. 

But above all, offices find their true meaning in their characteristic of making people 

gather and interact. Offices are place that can add great value to people’s self and life, 

since they are keepers of resources that by interacting generate energy, creativity, 

efficiency and productivity. Offices are the holders of a terrific asset and it is a 

management duty to exploit it, educate it and to shield its value and wellbeing. This 
work hopes to help sensitizing everyone in regard to this issue. 

In developing this work few limits have been discerned. A primary big limit has been 

given by the sample investigated. A wider number of informants, especially of 

architects and top managers, would have been more advisable, leading to more 

reliable results. Furthermore, the author lacked in architectural and office design 

knowledge, especially in regards of technical details and thus in regard to the 

awareness of projects’ feasibility. A higher knowledge would have addressed the 
research also toward more physical and tangible architectonical solutions. 

The argument treated presents few subjects that would be very interesting to develop 

a little further also by adopting an ethnographic technique that observes the behaviors 

and routines of informants for a wider period of analysis, studying and analyzing 

deeper layers of their work lives. Moreover, since environment has such an impact on 

humans’ life, it would be interesting as well to repeat the research discriminating the 

sample by geographical area. The research would then take in consideration people 

working in urban areas in Northern Italy, individuals from Central or South Italy rural 

areas, and people from places less urbanized of North Italy.  
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