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Over the last 200 years, the default work environment of the knowledge worker has 

been an office, with permanent staff working full-time. But it wasn’t always this 

way, and it is not necessarily the most effective option for the future. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Over the last 200 years, the default work environment of the 

knowledge worker has been an office, with permanent staff working 

full-time. But it wasn’t always this way, and it is not necessarily the 

most effective option for the future. 

Technology provides more options now, and people (employees, 

staff, workers – whatever we call them) want to take advantage of 

those options. 

For instance, Citrix Global surveyed people about the workplace of 

the future, and asked whether they were willing to trade money for 

flexibility. Here is a sample of the results from around the world, 

showing the percentage of people “willing to take a pay cut for 

flexible work privileges”: 

 

On a more light-hearted tone (but still making a serious point), 25% 

of people who have never worked remotely would give up alcohol 

in order to work remotely at least one day a week. 

The evolution of  the workplace 

When considering the workplace of the future, we can make 

evolutionary or revolutionary changes. 

An evolutionary approach looks at two things: how to reduce the 

disadvantages of the office, and how to make a non-office 

environment as effective as an office. In other words, we assume 

http://gihanperera.com/
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the office is the gold standard, and either try to improve it or 

measure everything else against it. 

Most changes to the work environment have been evolutionary – 

for example: 

 How do we make online meetings as effective as in-person 

meetings? 

 How can we make commute-times shorter, or find clever ways 

for people to work while commuting (e.g. Wi-Fi on public 

transport, driverless cars)? 

 How can we include telecommuters in our office culture? 

 How can we outsource non-critical jobs to freelancers? 

 How can we on-board new recruits faster, and integrate 

contractors more effectively? 

 

Many workplaces have made significant gains in these areas. For 

example, Deloitte’s office in Amsterdam has many “smart” features, 

such as: 

 Lighting that adjusts automatically as people enter rooms 

 Coffee machines that know individual preferences 

 Cleaning staff know when rooms and facilities need cleaning 

 Desks are assigned to staff when they enter the building, based 

on their needs 

However, these changes are still evolutionary. 

http://gihanperera.com/
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A workplace revolution 

A revolutionary perspective doesn’t start from assuming an in-

office, permanent-staff environment. In fact, it takes the opposite 

approach and asks this question: 

What if offices didn’t exist? 

What would that sort of workplace look like? 

Let’s take the revolutionary approach and look at this hypothetical 

workplace. 

Keep in mind that, even though it’s hypothetical, it can still spark 

ideas for changing and evolving your current workplace. 

WHERE DOES WORK HAPPEN? 
Work happens everywhere and anywhere! 

In the workplace of the future, the technological infrastructure for 

work is ubiquitous, which allows staff to work from anywhere. 

For example: 

 Home: You can work effectively from home. You make 

boundaries between your work life and home life, integrating 

work in a way that suits your lifestyle. 

 On the move: You can work while on the move. Driverless 

vehicles and mass transit that provide free Wi-Fi enable you to 

work while commuting or travelling. 

 Out and about: Whether you are sipping a cappuccino at a café 

or on holiday at the beach, you can choose to work if you wish, 

and make your work time productive and efficient. 

 Co-working spaces: Even though you work in a “distributed” 

team (with your colleagues physically somewhere else), you can 

work in a co-working office space alongside other people who 

are doing the same. You interact and bounce ideas off others, 

both colleagues (remotely) and non-colleagues (physically). You 

might pay an annual membership fee for your “space” or you 

might pay per visit, on a casual basis. 

http://gihanperera.com/
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 Hoffice: We find new and innovative ways for people to work, 

such as Hoffice, which is like Airbnb for office space. People 

who have an area at home that is not being used during the day 

can rent it out for workers to use and share as an office or co-

working space. 

 Luxury office: The office becomes a reward instead of the 

default. Imagine a luxury destination which can be used when 

you really need to meet in-person with your team. Even now, 

people go to a fancy retreat for some “blue sky” thinking; in the 

future, that will be the only time they meet in person. 

 Work hubs and campuses: These are similar to co-working 

spaces, but on a larger scale. They provide premium and luxury 

workplaces for people to work and collaborate. 

The big distinction between the traditional office and these 

workspaces is that the choice will be made by the individual, rather 

than set by default because that's the way it’s always been done. 

 

  

Photos: smoothgroover22, DEXUS Place 

HOW DOES WORK GET DONE? 
The biggest change will be the “distribution” of teams. As noted 

above, it will become the norm, rather than the exception, for team 

members to not share the same physical space. 

http://gihanperera.com/
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Some workplaces already operate this way, with some 

telecommuters, freelancers and off-site workers. However, those 

workers are usually in the minority, and are generally treated as poor 

cousins to the in-office staff. 

In the workplace of the future, this will no longer be the case, and 

distributed work will become the norm. 

 

For this to work, we need facilities that enable everybody to work 

effectively in a distributed team. 

One obstacle now is the lack of public infrastructure to support 

distributed teams. However, in our future workplace, high-speed 

internet is accessible everywhere, and taken for granted (just as we 

currently take for granted roads and public transport to get to our 

offices, and the electricity and water when we arrive). The network 

is fast and reliable, and we treat is as a utility. 

 

 

telecommuters freelancers

in-office staff contractors

temporary

virtual

permanent

physical
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Workers might even have a “telepresence” via a 3D holographic 

avatar, so that they can interact virtually with colleagues in remote 

locations. 

In-person meetings are considered inefficient, and only arranged 

when absolutely necessary, or as a reward. For example, in some 

organisations, employees are rewarded with perks like attending 

conferences. In the future, this kind of reward applies to all in-

person meetings, not just conferences. 

Everybody recognises that socialising with colleagues in person can 

be pleasant and rewarding, but also that it’s expensive and difficult 

to arrange. So it’s no longer accepted as the norm. 

Work is cloud-based and digital by default. Anything that isn’t is 

seen as an extravagance. For example, printing documents is a rarity, 

and treated as an expensive option that needs to be justified. 

Online collaboration is taken for granted. All of the resources and 

tools needed to work are cloud-based, and the ubiquitous internet 

infrastructure makes collaboration seamless and easy. 

WHEN DOES WORK HAPPEN? 
Workers can choose the time and place to work, as long as they 

deliver results and achieve agreed goals. 

The worker, or work group, takes responsibility for deliverables. 

Long gone is the concept of a manager looking over your shoulder, 

making sure that you are present at your desk with your nose to the 

grindstone during “working hours”. 

Instead, leaders track progress and reward results. They trust 

workers to complete projects on time and to budget, and award 

future projects to workers and teams who deliver these results. 

 

http://gihanperera.com/
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Traditionally, workplace diversity covers things like gender, 

ethnicity, cultural background, religion, age and sexual orientation. 

In the future, it also includes diversity of work patterns and 

preferred work styles.  

For example: 

 Some workers are early birds, while others are night owls. 

 Some people work five days per week, some seven days per 

week, and others two days per week but on varying days. 

 Motivation will vary, from the new graduate who is beginning 

their career, to the retiree sharing their experience over a few 

hours per week on a voluntary basis, through to the parent 

returning from maternity or paternity leave. 

Leaders and managers accept and embrace this diversity. They help 

people work when they want to work, in a way that aligns with that 

person’s goals, the leader’s goals, and the organisation’s goals. 

In short, workers will be recognised for contributions and results, 

rather than for the number of hours they sit at their desk. 

WHO DOES THE WORK? 
The best person, or group of people, for the job! 

Unlike the traditional office environment, where permanent staff 

members are responsible for completing every project (with 

perhaps the help of a few freelancers and contractors), each new 

project will be given to the best people for that job. 

Employers select the workers with the right skills and experience 

for each project. They examine the track record of individual 

workers or teams, and choose from a broad talent pool located 

anywhere around the world. 

Workers won’t necessarily stay with the same employer or team, just 

because they have done so in the past. As a result, teams are more 

fluid, and will vary from project to project. 

However, the best teams often do choose to stay together, because 

they work well together. They offer their services as a team, 

although always with the flexibility to change the team members to 

cater for individual projects. 

http://gihanperera.com/
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Workers are more entrepreneurial. Employer and managers don’t 

necessarily look after the career growth of their teams, so individuals 

take on this responsibility for themselves. 

Personal relationships between colleagues develop not because they 

are physically close, but because they work effectively together. 

Personal relationships might also develop, but the workplace will be 

more professional and less social than in an office. 

WHY DO WE WORK? 
People work because they want to make a difference. 

They have unique talents, individual goals, and innovative ideas. 

They want leaders as mentor, not just manager. They want work 

that gives them meaning, not just money. They want to know what’s 

going on in the organisation, because they want to help. 

In some cases, they are already making a difference elsewhere, and 

now want the opportunity to apply their skills at work as well. 

In 1991, a Gallup poll listed these as the top six requirements of 

employees from a workplace: 

1. Superannuation and other benefits 

2. Interesting work 

3. Job security 

4. Learn new skills 

5. Good holidays 

6. Work independently 

http://gihanperera.com/
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In 2013, Harvard Business Review published its list of the top six things 

employees want now: 

1. Let me be myself 

2. Tell me what’s really going on 

3. Discover and magnify my strengths 

4. Make me proud I work here 

5. Make my work meaningful 

6. Don’t hinder me with stupid rules 

In just a generation, the focus has shifted from employer benefits 

to individual aspirations. This is even stronger in the workplace of 

the future, because employees aren’t tied to employers. 

Earning an income is still a motivator, but people have more choice 

in their work. They choose from a broader range of jobs, and are 

not limited by commuting distance, working hours, or other 

personal circumstances. They can choose to work for clients based 

anywhere in the world, regardless of their time zone or location. 

 

They choose work that’s aligned with their personal and 

professional goals. They can select work that is personally fulfilling, 

helps them achieve their personal goals, and meets their health and 

wellness goals. These factors, which have generally been secondary 

in a workplace, will become much more important in the workplace 

of the future. 

Individuals take responsibility for developing their own skills and 

experience in their chosen field of expertise. Currently, many 

workplaces do support their employees in these areas. In the 

http://gihanperera.com/
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workplace of the future, individuals don’t assume this is the case, 

and any support from their current employer is a bonus. 

Workers look at retirement differently as well. They blend their 

work and personal life continuously, so they don’t need to “retire”. 

Many people continue to work after traditional retirement age, and 

are happier and healthier as a result. In the age of the knowledge 

worker, you no longer need to retire because you are no longer 

physically able to work. 

CONCLUSION 
The workplace of the future gives people – both workers and 

employers – more freedom in: 

 where work happens 

 how work happens 

 when work happens 

 who does the work, and 

 why workers work 

The workplace of the future will have greater flexibility, choice and 

freedom than the office-based workplace of today.  

Clearly, this is still a hypothetical scenario for many workplaces. 

However, think about how you – either as a worker or a 

manager/leader – can use these ideas in your workplace. You might 

be able to make incremental changes to evolve your workplace, and 

to prepare yourself for the workplace of the future. 

So please take action, and start now. 

Welcome to the future! 

  

http://gihanperera.com/
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