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R
ealizing we live in a corporate world where four distinct

generations of workers are struggling to get along,

perhaps it’s time to redefine our view of where we work.

Everyday, business leaders attempt to find ways

to increase communication, improve productivity, inspire

innovation and just let workers get along. Sure, the efforts are

valued, but the tactics utilized can be time consuming and the

results sometimes disappointing.

Businesses are missing the boat when they fail to realize

where the real problems lie.

Indiana, like the rest of our country, is experiencing an

unprecedented cultural shift. For the first time in our country’s

history, more employees of varying ages are working side-by-side,

meeting the daily challenges of a changing economy.

Since each of the generations has differing expectations,

they struggle with where to sit, learn, eat and compute. They

hurdle – and sometimes avoid – basic communication and

interaction obstacles as they travel to and from the water cooler.

We know their struggles. We hear their complaints everyday.

That’s why we try to develop motivation, team-building and

communication programs that most workers despise. Yet we expect

them to travel to an office that hasn’t changed to support the

cultural shift they are battling. As they say, the ship has sailed.

Helping environment
Many designers, architects, planners and human resource

professionals agree today’s workplace should offer something

for everybody. Research shows a blended approach to workplace

design can create environments that support workers, reduce

generational conflict, decrease facility cost and improve productivity. 

The approach is simple. Viewing architecture, furniture,

technology, and, most important, people, within a workplace

as a holistic system can create evolving spaces that support

workers and their tasks.

Take inspiration from leaders in the travel industry. 

Knowing entire families – with members representing multi-

generations – now travel together, cruise ships have been designed

to offer a variety of entertainment options for guests: rock climbing

walls, video games and wireless computer connections for the

Millenials (born 1980-2000); hip clubs and trendy restaurants

for Gen Xers (born 1960-1980); group events, exercise classes

and places to work for Baby Boomers (born 1940-1960); and

family-focused activities and areas for Traditionals (born 1920-1940).

The industry listened to traveler needs, redefined the structure

of their ships, provided something for everybody and increased

sales. So why not do the same for your business? 

Business Furniture design solutions consultant Heidi

Dellekamp believes architecture, furniture and technology can

be blended to create effective spaces for workers of all ages.

“Designers and planners are starting to listen to the issues

and to utilize employee recommendations to create many features

that not only satisfy workers, but also

help them become more productive,”

Dellekamp says. “Thinking of the office

as a whole and not just separate pieces

will create more workplace options while

reducing construction and future

reconfiguration costs.” 

Keeping it flexible
Dellekamp also says issues raised by the generational

conflict are forcing designers to think of the workplace as a

community, or corporate village, in which a variety of spaces

exists to support various activities and work functions. These

flexible, adaptable spaces can create user-controlled options for

personal storage, group work, private work preferences and

learning environments, providing solutions and a sense of

ownership to the multi-generational workforce.

“For example, the personality traits of the Baby Boomer

generation dictate that they crave a lot of storage and larger

workspaces. And, they tend to have more of a personal attachment

to their work tools,” Dellekamp explains. “Technology-savvy

Gen Xers, on the other hand, store everything on their computers,

don’t have mandatory storage needs and tend to be used to

smaller spaces.

“So, by taking a blending architecture, furniture and technology

approach to create flexible, supportive spaces for work, community

interaction and storage, you can effectively identify cost-effective

and innovative solutions that prove you’ve listened to their needs.”

According to a research study conducted by Steelcase, 53%

of all workers say their employer really has little idea how satisfied

they are with their work environment. And, the research proves

that 80% of all innovation is the result of communication, yet

more than half of all workers say they work in spaces that do

not support open communication. 

Thinking about architecture, furniture and technology as a

whole can help us change the statistics, raise employee satisfaction

and increase innovation through cross-generational communication.

While every generation has had to adapt to the existing

environment when they entered the workforce, the Millenials,

young workers raised on technology, are taking charge and are

deciding how technology will help define their workspace. Pay

attention because the workforce is now adapting itself to the

Millenials and the technological expertise they bring.

In the next issue of BizVoice, generations@work will continue

to explore the issues – and opportunities – presented by our

multi-generational workforce. 
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