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Office Space: What Arrangement Is Right for Your Workplace?
By Steve Berczuk (https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk) - April 14, 2015

The cubicle is a cliché of what is wrong with the modern office. Even if your

office has a different configuration—be it open space, some configuration of

offices, or a mix—it is likely that not everyone will be happy. While it's

tempting to just shrug off these discussions, thinking about office layout is

important for a number of reasons.

Office space affects how people communicate (/2013/11/how-office-space-

affects-team-member-collaboration), and communication affects how

systems are built (http://www.melconway.com/Home/Conways_Law.html).

Workspaces also have an effect on productivity (/2013/08/good-chair-good-

lighting-and-tree-houses-design-your-workspace).

Workspaces have long been topic of conversation (and sometimes satire). The book Cubed: A Secret History of the
Workplace (http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00FUZQZE0/ref=as_li_ss_tl?

ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B00FUZQZE0&linkCode=as2&tag=steveberczuk) provides

an interesting chronicle of the workplace and how changes in office space related to the increased importance of

knowledge workers in our economy.

Starting with the first counting houses and ending with a tech startup, the book interweaves media accounts,

references to films, interviews, and journal writings to show how the workplace culture was (and is) described in

popular media. It is interesting to see see how the office has been a subject of social commentary from the time of

Charles Dickens to the 1999 film Office Space, and beyond.

Even given this long history, the many issues around productivity and distraction (/2014/03/create-more-

productive-work-environment) are far from being universally understood. Open offices are one alternative to the

cubicle that claim to allow for enchanced interaction and collaboration while seeming egalitarian.

Yet open offices have negative points (http://www.fastcompany.com/3043573/work-smart/the-many-ways-open-

offices-sap-our-productivity) too, and in some cases can even cause a decline in interaction and creativity

(https://www.bostonglobe.com/magazine/2015/03/05/open-offices-seem-great-until-you-work-

one/F2Zy3BqCfbMTm4Mn6gVBzH/story.html). One reason for this is that the enhanced visibility makes it easier to

watch what others are doing. Employees who feel scrutinized tend to take fewer risks, and workers in open offices

may keep headphones on to reduce distractions, thus eliminating the "benefits" of overhearing incidental

conversations.

Some companies have gone the other way, believing that individual offices with room to collaborate with many

group spaces is better (http://wildbit.com/blog/2015/03/06/wildbit-hq-ending-the-open-office-epidemic/). There

is no easy answer to how to arrange your office. Cost is a factor, as is how your teams are structured.

It's just important to consider that where and how people work isn't a decision to make lightly.
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software development. Steve is passionate about helping teams

work effectively to produce quality software. He has an M.S. in

operations research from Stanford University and an S.B. in

Electrical Engineering from MIT, and is a Certified ScrumMaster.

Contact Steve at steve@berczuk.com

(mailto:steve@berczuk.com) or visit berczuk.com

(http://www.berczuk.com/) and follow his blog

at blog.berczuk.com. (http://blog.berczuk.com)
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