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Foreword 
Writing the thesis is the finalisation of the Master degree. We have the opportunity to focus on a 

topic of personal interest, lead a study, to finally, propose a concept that answers a problematic. 

Even if the time frame of the project development is short, during the process, we are researchers 

and designers, looking for a solution to a problem that seems important to us. It is a chance to learn 

about a situation of choice and to challenge ourselves as designers. During the project, we question 

societal and environmental issues, we might not explore during our professional life.  

 

Before starting the thesis process, I was interested in how the changing world of work, would impact 

the companies and the workers. Because of the time restriction, I made the choice to investigate my 

topic of interest for a year and work as a product marketing manager at Steelcase. As a leader in the 

office furniture market, Steelcase is always leading new researches to answer the workers and 

companies need on the workplace. Therefore, I got very valuable information, which helped me 

define a precise focus for my research. This experience was rewarding for the thesis project but 

mostly on a personal level. As a designer, knowledge about marketing is essential to understand 

firstly the tendencies and competitivity on the market, but also to better understand and answer the 

customers' needs. Lastly, I became aware of the importance of creativity in companies, which is an 

important observation for the thesis project. 
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Abstract 

The contemporary economic, social and environmental context is at the edge of change. 

Governments, individuals and, companies need to take drastic measures to save the planet Earth. It 

has been globally communicated and understood that our lifestyle is not sustainable. If we do not 

transform how we produce, consume, travel and live, the future generation’s ability to evolve in the 

world we know today might be compromised.  

 

The study is using the Circular Economy as a way to rethink industries and furniture usage. In this 

case, the researcher inquired the office furniture industries. The goal at the end of the research 

process is to find an alternative to the linear business model established in the office furniture 

industry. The project is providing a holistic vision on the furniture’s journey from production to 

recycling. The proposal is based on the analysis of the current state of the office furniture industry to 

transform the linear business model to a circular model. The research was mainly lead thanks to 

three collaborators. The most important collaborator in the study is Steelcase. The company is the 

leader and expert in the office furniture field. Thanks to one year of experience at Steelcase, the 

researcher acquired deep knowledge about the office furniture industry in the heart of the industry 

of interest. It allowed to collect valuable information to understand the challenges office furniture 

industries are facing. And, finally, analyse the potential and challenges the transition from a linear to 

a circular business model represents for office furniture companies. The researcher also gained 

knowledge from dealers working at Blanchet-D’Huismes, who have a lot of expertise about the 

workplace and the office furniture industry. Finally, the last collaborator involved in the study is 

WeWork, a company renting workplaces, which represent the new business models appearing in the 

office industry. 

 

The research is lead from a designer’s point of view. Thanks to the experience and conversations with 

professionals from the workplace industry, valuable knowledge was acquired. With a deep 

understanding of the office furniture industry, the researcher designed a circular model. In order to 

share the findings of the research, the model was visualised with diagrams which allow anyone from 

the office furniture industry to understand the project. The goal of the project is to communicate the 

issues with the current model and propose a new approach to how the workplace could be furnished 

in the future. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Digital and Environmental transition 

Nowadays, our societies are facing two major challenges: The fourth Industrial Revolution and Global 
warming. Even though these are two different topics, they can be connected. We are at the edge of a 
decisive period where the future should be reshaped in a sustainable and circular way before we 
reach a point of no return. Resources are limited, how we produce and consume need to be 
drastically transformed. The shifts caused by technologies can be an opportunity to change both 
businesses and consumers behaviours.  
 
It is common knowledge that technologies and digitalisation have revolutionized the world. While we 
are adapting and integrating new tools into our everyday life, changes brought by technologies did 
not reach their final point and keep moving forward. Novelties are constantly introduced, 
transforming the ways previous generations used to live, work, travel and communicate. In a world of 
fast evolvement and continuous change, it is harder to avoid obsolescence and to ensure relevance. 
 
On the other hand, the awareness about the emergency to react regarding environmental issues is 
forcing businesses to rethink their models. The resources offered by the Earth are limited and the 
impact of the Humans lifestyle can no longer be ignored as the consequences are visible on the 
environment. More and more companies are conscious of the necessity to change their mindset and 
are trying to move from linear to circular processes by evaluating the impact of the whole product 
life during the product development process. 
 
1.2. Aim 

This study is willing to focus on the office furniture industry to understand how this sector can move 

toward a circular business model in order to reduce waste and extend the life of the furniture. As in 

any company, making deep organisational changes is challenging and demands investments. Through 

the research, the goal is to have a holistic view of office furniture companies to propose a concept 

adapted to the actors involved and impacted by a transformation of the office industry. 

 

The study aims to understand how the changing world of work can impact the office furniture 

industry. Automatisation is transforming every industry around the world. Technologies have 

drastically shifted how we think about work and the workplace, new business models appear to 

answer the evolving demands in the workplace. How can the office furniture companies adapt to the 

constant change in the work industry and support worker’s needs? 

 

The starting point of the project was to inquire and analyse the driving forces of change in today’s 

work environment. And subsequently, observe if the current situation can be an opportunity for 

office furniture companies to evolve toward more sustainable business models. The following 

research is using three different collaborators for their expertise and role in the office industry.  

 

The study is taking place in France and Germany, and using one French and two American companies 

as stakeholders. In the research, the term worker represents the individuals working within an office 

environment as the study focuses on the workplace.  
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1.3. Why focus on the world of work 

Looking at how rapidly work has changed over the last 20 years with the introduction of 

technologies, workers and companies are forced to adjust. Some jobs disappear, replaced by Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), some jobs evolve, and new ones appear. Technologies are changing how work is 

done, workers are not executing tasks the same way as before, they communicate differently and 

distance is not a barrier anymore. Technologies are still impacting the future of work, workers and 

the workplace. If work can be done anywhere with a good Internet connection, it is a challenge for 

companies to attract workers in the workplace. As discussed in the following study, work is evolving 

to become more collaborative and team-based. This brings attention to the workplace’s role in 

creating an atmosphere that triggers communication, creativity, and innovation. Therefore, a work 

environment adapted to today’s needs at work, is profitable for workers and companies. However, 

when a company chooses to renovate their workplace to adapt to the latest trends, they buy new 

furniture, with the uncertainty that the space will still be relevant in the next 5 years. This study is 

enquiring the possibility to reconsider how we look at office furniture, with the hope that it will 

benefit the environment and companies.  

 

In the context of a society in transition, the world of work is evolving with technologies. Today’s 

companies’ responsibility is first to stay competitive but they also need to rethink their business 

models in a circular way. The aim is to focus is on office furniture companies, to observe the current 

challenges on the workplace, in order to analyse what can be changed in the linear business model 

established in the industry. The goal of this study is to understand how office furniture companies 

can create circular business models while supporting the changing world of work? 
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2. THEORY 

 

2.1. Work Then Versus Now 

In this study, the aim is to focus on the notion of work in the sense of “Mental or physical activity as a 

means of earning income; employment” (Oxford Dictionary). Work is “producing economic value, but 

it can also have symbolic value, as in cases where work serves to create a sense of identity” (Budd, 

2011). This quote from the book The Thought of Work is an introduction to the two important 

aspects of work. First, it is essential for economic growth and the smooth operation of our society. 

Secondly, beyond the necessity of work, it also brings a sense of belonging to the individuals. 
Our whole Economy and Society was built on a system of labour in return for money. Work is 

necessary to have the possibility to access housing, food and make a living, for survival basically. 

Work is essential to our lives, and “our lives are shaped by work” (Budd, 2011). Individuals need to 

work for personal, economic and social factors. As K. Grint says in his book the Sociology of work 

(2005), work is “taken as a symbol of personal value: work provides status, economic reward […] and 

a means to realize self-potential”. Other than being fundamental for economic reasons, working is 

necessary on a personal level: individuals identify themselves through their work, gives them a sense 

of belonging and integration.  

If work is still the centre of human existence and its definition has not changed, how we consider 

work has evolved. Today, we do not only work for the outcome at the end of the month. After 

stability, workers are looking for a job that is important to them. According to the professor Barry 

Schwartz, if people go to work every morning, it is because they are satisfied by what they do and 

even feel it is important, they find meaning, challenge, are engaged and socially engaged. The 

features listed are the reason why we work. “We wouldn’t work if we did not get paid, but that’s not 

at the core of why we do what we do. And in general, we think that material rewards are a pretty bad 

reason for working.” (Schwartz, 2015) 

As working represents a significant part of our life, workers come to the workplace with expectations 

about how they should work. To understand what provoked new behaviours at work, it is necessary 

to look at the situation on the labour market and what lead to a revolution in the workplace. The 

workplace has the responsibility to support workers activities by providing an environment adapted 

to their needs during their work process. By observing the current needs at work, it will allow to 

deliver a proposal answering the situation on the workplace and help space to evolve and support 

workers’ needs in the future. 

Before discussing further the opportunities that circular business models can bring to the office 

furniture industry, the reasons why change is necessary will be explored. And, then the aim is to 

understand how office furniture companies work today to examine how their business model can be 

changed in order to help companies and workers to evolve with their time without impacting 

negatively our planet. 

 

2.2. Environmental Issues and Circular Economy 

The urgency to transform the way we live, consume, travel and produce has been brought into                

mainstream consciousness. Companies need to think about the life cycle of their products/service,             

impact on the environment, people and tomorrow’s society and generations. Consumers need to buy              

more responsibly. The term Circular economy emerged in the early 2000 to introduce a new way of                 

producing to limit the negative effect on our planet and to curb the consumption of limited and                 

6 (42) 
 
 
 



 

 

non-renewable resources. The idea is to stop taking from the planet and start living in a sustainable                 

manner without jeopardising future generations' capacity to answer their needs. 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation defines circular Economy as a way to look “beyond the current               

take-make-waste extractive industrial model” and is aiming to “redefine growth, focusing on positive             

society-wide benefits. It entails gradually decoupling economic activity from the consumption of            

finite resources, and designing waste out of the system.” Since 2010, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation               

is working to help businesses and global leaders to transition to a Circular Economy. They listed three                 

principles which make a system circular: “Design out waste and pollution, Keep products and              

materials in use and Regenerate natural systems.”. 
Consumers have an important impact and role in changing the mindset of society toward ownership.               

But they are not the only responsible when it comes to rebuilding a more responsible behaviour                

toward consumption. If businesses are driven by their users and consumers, they can also decide to                

do better in terms of production. Companies need to question their models and impact on the                

environment. Most businesses are built on the idea that they always need to sell more and cut costs                  

to allow growth and prosperity. Unfortunately, these models are not sustainable, tend to be harmful               

to the environment and create social issues. 
To cite a short example, Apple, is representative of this phenomenon. With over 2 billion of iPhones                 

sold, Apple is the biggest phone seller worldwide. The company has a strong marketing strategy.               

Their clients are faithful. Many are waiting for the latest release to replace their working devices with                 

the upgraded version. It is commonly known that phone is polluting the environment, because of the                

rare materials used, of the production and during consumption. There were many controversies             

around Apple because of the programmed obsolescence on the devices, and for making difficult the               

replacement of a batterie dysfunction or broken screen, forcing their client to buy new. Around 100                

million phones are thrown away every year (Zhang, 2011), when the products are not recyclable - out                 

of 40 metals used to produce the phone, only 17 can be recycled (Zhang, 2011). The example of this                   

company was chosen as they illustrate a common problem in industries that want to sell more at all                  

costs. Another issue revealed by the phone industry is the short lifetime of the devices. In fact,                 

consumers are replacing their devices with new ones but many keep the old ones in their draws,                 

instead of recycling or reselling them. This problem is not unique to the phone industries, it can be                  

observed in other electronic industries, in the fashion industry, the food industry, etc. We are               

producing and consuming so much that there are not enough infrastructures and manpower to              

recycle and destroy the waste created by human activity. 

A concrete demonstration of the negative consequences of our linear economy and            

hyperconsumption is the floating continent of 3.5 million tonnes of garbage composed of 90% of               

plastics (Botsman, 2011). This is only the visible part of the problem. The situation is not better on                  

the ground than it is in the oceans. Today we are conscious that human lifestyle is destroying the                  

environment. We must change our habits to save the ecosystem and our planet from a non-return                

point. It is not only in the customers' hands to change how they live. If individuals can be more                   

responsible about their consumption and behaviours, measures should be taken from a higher and              

global perspective. Government, politics, industries and every human-being have a responsibility in            

making better decisions. We are aware that our habits need to be changed. The economist John                

Maynard Keynes wrote in his book The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, in 1936,                

“The difficulty lies not so much in developing new ideas as in escaping from old ones.” Today’s                 

challenge is to transform our traditional customs, not only on a personal scale but on a global and                  

worldwide scale to make a real impact. The necessity to transform our behaviours toward ownership               

and unconscious consumption is obvious, but the question is how. 
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2.3. The role of the workplace today 

If many predicted the disappearance of offices with the digitalisation of work, the workplace is still 

topical but has evolved. Through time and history, the office served different purposes and had 

various designs. From enclose single offices to open cubicle plans, how we work changed and the 

workplace had to adjust with it. Before every worker had its own workstations, where they stayed all 

day. But technologies enabled mobility, making these space configurations obsolete. Now, the 

workplace is offering a palette of spaces for the workers to choose from depending on their activity. 

 

2.3.1 Technology People and Space 

The workplace is designed to support people and answer their needs in the workplace. The work 

environment should be aligned with behaviours and communication flow and reflect the company’s 

culture. The role of the workplace is to support work. So how do we work and what do we need 

today? Create a good work environment nowadays is about integrating, connecting technology, 

people and space. That’s how innovation occurs, and as it will be developed in the following pages: 

Innovation is Key. The responsibility of the workplace is to be adapted to workers work. It means that 

people should be able to find spaces to be alone and spaces to exchange. Work is becoming more 

and more collaborative and team-based, demanding connectivity and communication, on the other 

hand, workers also look for isolation and focussed time. “People need an ecosystem of interrelated 

places and devices to support the different stages and activities of creative work. A diverse 

ecosystem includes mobile and integrated technology, as well as spaces designed for individual “me” 

work and “we” group work” (Steelcase, 360° Creativity, 2017). The role of the workplace has evolved 

over time and is living a rebirth with technologies. Before we had to go to the office to work, the 

tools were only available there. Today, there is no clear differentiation between where work is 

executed and the other places. This brings attention to the workplace, it is not essential to execute 

the work activities anymore but it essential to bring people together. There is a need for spaces for 

people to socialise, exchange, get inspired and connect with collaborators. 

 

2.3.2. The workplace supports workers 

In a previous paper “Intergenerational management in companies” (Gilbert, 2017), an investigation 

was done on the impact of the workers’ - especially millennials’ - new expectations in the work 

environment. The conclusion of the paper was that all the workers are evolving with the changing 

world of work. It is not the young workers entering the labour market who are forcing the companies 

to adapt to them. If this study is focussing on the workplace, the previous paper was enquiring how 

companies should rethink their management strategies to have fulfilled workers, to support 

innovation. But management and the work environment are complementary, indeed, the physical 

environment has a crucial role in encouraging productivity and creativity, “Productivity depends on 

four cardinal aspects: personal, social, organizational and environmental”(Croome, 2000). How we 

want to work and where we work is obviously impacting the workspace. Among the workers’ needs 

in the workplace identified in the paper, we can find well-being; comfort; a sense of belonging; 

flexibility.  

It has been mentioned that in order to be productive, workers need to change environment at 

different moments of the day, depending on their task. The workplace should offer a variety of 

settings, spaces for various activities. Each worker has different working processes throughout the 

day. The workplace should be in adequation with the need of the workers and give them choice and 

control about where and how to work. Different activities require different environments depending 
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on the workers. They might need to be isolated to focus on private work, they can have an informal 

conversation in the café area, brainstorms or converse with collaborators in a meeting room. All the 

examples listed are part of a creative process. In other words, the workspace is a determining factor 

for innovation and should support workers’ needs during their work process. A great workplace 

benefits both people’s capacity to be creative and the company. 

 

2.3.3. The workplace is essential: Relation between Social Interaction and Space 

The correlation between the frequency of Social Interactions and the Workplace configurations will 

be discussed based on Jesper Steen’s theories and research. The author has studied work for more 

than 40 years. The latest publications are focussed on space syntax, defined as the “potential to 

describe the interplay between spatial configuration and social behaviour”. To understand how Social 

interactions can be encouraged by the work environment, two of Steen’s publications will be used as 

references: Spacial and Social Configurations in Offices (2009) and Offices – The need to design both 

the spatial and social configuration in new ways (2015).  

 

In the previous part, the importance of Social Interaction for Innovation was mentioned, but how can 

space influence sociability between workers. To lead this research, Steen used observation, 

questionnaires and interviews to collect data, in four different company’s workplace with similar 

planning concepts. Through the study of the interactions between workers, Jesper Steen’s findings 

confirmed that space plays a strong role in the workers’ sociability. 
In the result of the research, Steen concludes that interactions are encouraged by movement, 

visibility, visual and aural accessibility. But that does not mean that to create an environment of 

exchange and interaction, the answer is an open space. Most of the interactions happen at the 

workstation and within the same department even if different department are sitting closely. 

Meaning that spontaneous interactions are “programmed” as workers are addressing other 

colleagues they are supposed to collaborate with. An interesting opinion, Steen wrote in the paper, is 

that “office organisations need help designing their configuration of space to ensure robustness over 

time, to do so they require assistance designing the social configuration, which will create a solid 

base for knowledge-sharing”. This shows the importance of well-planned spaces for worker’s 

interaction. Steen is making clear that there is a necessity to change how workspaces are designed to 

consider more the social configurations to support interactions. Companies do not know how their 

employees interact and how to adapt the space to able social and sharing skills. Other than 

supporting the worker’s activities through the day, the workplace configurations are determinant for 

the future of businesses. By creating spaces that encourage and facilitate interactions, successful 

collaborations between the workers ensure better innovative ideas, therefore, sustainable 

businesses.“Knowledge sharing, is strongly connected with the efficiency of buildings towards both 

human and economic life, and, by that, the possibilities for a more sustainable society”. (Steen, 2015) 

As it is demonstrated thanks to Steen’s papers and researches, social interactions are essential and 

are made possible through a well-planned workspace. With the current context of revolution in the 

world of work, the role of the workplace has been questioned. If communication from distance is 

enabled by technologies, human interaction in the workplace is still necessary to allow an exchange 

of ideas, casual conversations that lead to creative problem solving and innovative ideas.  

After understanding the importance of physical space to create cohesion between workers and good 

communication, we might ponder about how can businesses create these environments. Today 

providing desks and technology to workers is not enough to guarantee innovation. Companies have 

the responsibility to offer a good environment for their workers. The research lead by Steen clearly 
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highlights the correlation between space and social interactions. But when the needs are constantly 

evolving, how can businesses make sure that their workspaces support collaboration and interactions 

among their workers? 

 

2.4. Innovation Race 

Over the last years, Innovation has become the new magic word in education, job descriptions, 

companies and in every industry. But what is meant by Innovation and why are we talking so much 

about it? 

More and more companies are putting innovation at the centre of their strategies and organisations. 

Many books were published to help companies improve their creative processes and be innovative. 

This raises interrogations about the reasons for the enthusiasm around innovation. To understand 

why innovation is so crucial today, Tom Kelley’s book, The Art of Innovation will be used as a support. 

The author is working closely with IDEO, known as America’s leading Design firm, aiming to create a 

positive impact and change through design. IDEO has the advantage of understanding both sides of 

the innovation business, as they are practitioners and advisors. 

 

Looking at the roots of the word innovation, “innovare” in Latin means something new. In the Oxford 

Dictionary, it is defined as “A new method, idea, product”. But in the common language, when we 

talk about innovation, the definition has evolved. The term is used to describe businesses’ capacity to 

stay competitive and grow in their market. Many books can be found about how to be innovative and 

how to have a Design Thinking process, but not many authors define what they mean by innovation. 

The word illustrates the idea of success, good products, and services. Companies that innovate are 

the one which succeeds to grow along with technologies, customer demand and other economic, 

social and environmental factors. 

 

So why do “Today’s companies seem to have an almost insatiable thirst for knowledge, expertise, 

methodologies, and work practices around innovation”? (Kelley, 2001). Thanks to his experience and 

close contact with clients, Kelley observed the rise of companies looking for innovation. Showing that 

companies are aware that in today’s market, they constantly need to reinvent themselves to stay 

attractive to customers, and avoid being replaced by a competitor. It is only recently – and the 

tendency is predicted to be growing - that companies want innovation and consequently, creative 

workers.  One might therefore wonder, why is the buzz around innovation and creativity happening 

now? To answer, Steelcase identified three factors in their research about Creativity, Work and the 

Physical Environment. 
 

The continued rise of complexity in business and organization 

Technologies are the main reason for the increasing complexity in businesses. Globalisation and 

interconnectedness are increasing the number of stakeholders involved in the decisions. Businesses 

are challenged to adapt to the speed of technologies to control complexity. “The ability to respond, 

react, make decisions and solve problems to advance the organisation is enabled through individuals 

and collective creativity” (360° Creativity, 2017) 
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The increasing necessity of networked collaboration 

This point is the result of the previous factor. Given that the complexity of businesses is rising, the 

problems and challenges they are facing are also more complex. This requires more collaboration 

between functions and creative problem-solving. 

 

The coming age of artificial intelligence 

A.I. has already revolutionised work but its progress is far for over. If creativity is becoming a 

necessary skill for workers it is because it is a human skill which allows “complex decision-making and 

emotional intelligence” (360° Creativity, 2017) The future of AI in offices and the work environment is 

still uncertain but what is certain is that human work will be more and more valued for its unique 

skills. 

 

The factors described above are as a consequence, bringing creativity at the top of businesses’ 

priorities. Creativity is now and in the future, a crucial skill for both companies and workers. 
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Designed for Density 

 

 

Designed for Innovation 
 

Source: 

https://www.steelcase.com/teams/?utm_source=subnav 
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2.5. Translate creativity into space 

2.5.1. The workplace as an Ecosystem of zones 

Companies are aware of the necessity to innovate by allowing creativity and collaboration. The 

challenge lies in the implementation of these processes, by offering to collaborators, a work 

environment in adequation with their needs. After discussing the rise of innovation, it needs to be 

translated into the work environment. This paragraph aims to understand how the workplace can 

support creativity and innovation.  

 

“I do not like to work in my office, I prefer a coffee environment, be surrounded by the movement to 

think at a moment of the day. The best ideas usually come when you are discussing and together. 

The goal was to create an environment where we can feel well, free to move in the space.” This 

quote from Patrick Join was caught during a visit and conference, at the Steelcase LINC in Munich, to 

share insights about the renovation of the building as Join was part of the project. The quote is 

highlighting that the creative ideas and processes do not necessarily happen at the desk. As a 

designer, Join constantly need inspiration, in his case, he finds ideas in lounge spaces, surrounded by 

people. Another interesting fact this quote highlights is that everyone gets inspired and productive in 

different ways. 

That’s precisely why today when we refer to creative workplaces, we talk about Choice & Control, 

Flexibility, and Freedom. It means that through the day, workers have the possibility to choose from 

a range of settings adapted to different activities and postures. Depending on the task workers want 

to accomplish, they might need to be isolated, focussed, exchange with others, or relaxed, etc. The 

different spaces and settings are offered when the environment is divided into zones, what Steelcase 

calls: Ecosystem of Zones. To describe the role of the zones, the floorplan from Steelcase will be used 

as an example to visualise the spaces. 
 

Source:https://www.steelcase.com/spaces-inspiration/workplace-design-approach/#ecosystem-of-spaces 

 

Steelcase explains that “An effective and evolving ecosystem of spaces is accomplished through the 

intentional combination of five spatial zones, designed to accommodate and anticipate changing 

organizational and employee needs. The size, ratio, and adjacency of each zone should be tailored to 

match both your business objectives and cultural expectations. The result is a flexible workplace 

design that can adapt and evolve over time” (Steelcase Webpage, Our Workplace Design Approach) 

The illustration above is an example of how the zones can be organised into space. The zones are 
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guidelines to help companies structure their space. The zones encourage workers to find their own 

creative process by offering enough possibilities for them to determine how they want to work. As 

the goal is to create a variety of settings, some spaces should be open, other closed, some 

configurations should include technical support, some should not. 

Each zone has a distinct role and responsibility for the company’s collaborators and users. The zones 

are essential to provoke an exchange of knowledge; communication; interaction; create a 

community, which are essential for innovation and productivity. Dividing the workplace according to 

zones is ensuring that workers have the possibility to focus on their individual work in an era and 

future of collaborative work. If each zone has a purpose, how they are planned and the furniture to 

use is flexible. 

 

Meeting zone is a space where workers can gather to collaborate, exchange opinions and ideas. 

These spaces are usually enclosed to allow privacy and focus on the discussions with colleagues or 

collaborators. With technologies, the participants do not need to be physically in the room, they can 

be present through a video conference or the phone. These zones are necessary to bring people 

together, collaborate and connect. 

 

Nomadic zone is a setting in open spaces where workers can be productive with access to work tools. 

These spaces allow mobility to workers who want to change the environment or need to work for a 

short time while transitioning from one activity to another. It can be a booth for spontaneous 

meetings, a space to write a few emails or give a phone call between meetings or a setting to have an 

informal conversation with a colleague. 

 

Social zone as its name indicates, is a setting that promotes conversations and spontaneous 

meetings. It is an informal way of discussing to trigger ideas and important to create a community by 

connecting the co-workers. These spaces are inviting and usually comes with the possibility to have 

coffee or a break.  

 

Resident zone is usually characterised by workstations. If the number of desks and the task chairs 

tend to decrease, they are still present and needed in the workplace. Workers have their space close 

to their team and colleagues, to grow expertise and community within their discipline. These spaces 

give access to all the work tools, and an area where can execute their tasks at different moments of 

the day. 

 

Resource zone is an essential feature. That’s where workers can find every work tool they need 

during their creative process. This space can contain printer; storage with tools such as pens, post-its, 

scissors, etc. It depends on the tools workers need and the type of business. 

 

All the zones listed and explained are part of the creative journey of workers. If every worker has its 

own needs through the day, the workplace should offer enough variety in the settings to help their 

creative workers to find the environment that suits them best. A good balance between the zones is 

what will allow companies to be innovative as the workers are in charge of their creative process. 

This way of structuring space is not unique to Steelcase. Another example is Evolution Design, the 

company has worked on many office renovation projects such as 6 premises for Google, Vodafone, 

Sedus, etc. The company shares the same mindset as Steelcase but uses different keywords to 

describe it: “Evolution Design translated this concept into a workplace with four main zones – 
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RETREAT, DIALOGUE, CREATE and SHARE – each tailored to support different tasks and different 

stages of the innovation process”. The executive director, Stefan Camenzind, declared that 

“Innovation and creativity can not simply be produced on demand. These are processes that have to 

be enabled and supported. Our design is based on the principles of how innovation occurs to ensure 

it supports the people who work there in coming up with new ideas and new products” (Evolution 

Design Webpage) 
 

2.5.2. Today’s trends in the workplace 

In-between spaces 

A phenomenon that emerged in the workplace, are in-between spaces, which represent all the 

spaces outside of the traditional desk and meeting room. It aims to bring a more relaxed and social 

environment in the office. Indeed, as technologies allow workers to work from anywhere at any time, 

with revolutionary tools, changing how we used to connect and communicate, companies are facing 

a new challenge: encourage their workers to come to the office. The situation described is reflected 

in two different trends. The first trend is the apparition of “third places” in the workplace. The term 

comes from the sociologist Ray Oldenburg who describes in his book The Great Good Place (1989). 

The author reveals the importance for individuals to have a balance between home (first place), work 

(second place) and social places (third place). As workers are becoming less dependent of the 

workplace and their desk, coffee shops mainly are a great alternative to traditional ways of working. 

A place where they can drink coffee or tea while working in an inspiring and informal environment. 

The second trend is the lounge areas. The growth of lounge spaces and settings on the workplace 

reflects the same situation: Workers can work from home, a place where they are comfortable and 

free to choose how to work. Prompted by new digital work tools, the possibilities in how and where 

to work evolved, forcing companies to integrate new configurations and postures for their workers to 

choose from as they would do home or in a coffee shop. 

 

The new trend: Agile work 

As discussed in the previous part, companies are facing a unique situation. To be relevant in front of 

the digital transformation, businesses have to innovate faster than before. Furthermore, the 

complexity of businesses is increasing, making old methods and ways of working obsolete. 

The new promising concept of work is called Agile work. To understand what Agile work is, we need 

to look at the 2001 Agile Manifesto (Agile Manifesto Website), a document written by a group of 

software developers. The set of 12 principles and 4 values were created as a guide to succeed in the 

“aggressive new economy”, thanks to “new – more agile – ways” to innovate by understanding the 

customer and speed of change. The 4 values of the Manifesto are: 

·         Individuals and interactions over processes and tools 

·         Working software over comprehensive documentation 

·         Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 

·         Responding to change over following a plan 

 

If the Manifesto was created to help software developers, today the term has changed for Agile work 

and extended to every profession. Agile work encourages similar values than the zones’, such as 

flexibility, autonomy, collaboration, and communication. But requires a more complex, long-term, 

space and management re-structuration as it comes with precise methods. The core principle of Agile 

work is based on continuous improvement regarding knowledge, teams, the organisation but also the 
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space. That is the reason why we talk about Agile furniture, the office should offer flexibility in the 

configurations as the process defines space. 

In one research, Steelcase examined how an agile team uses space. The observations highlighted that 

an agile team needs to adapt the space to their process and work: the process dictates their needs 

for this space. The more Agile-Focused a team is, the more they need the objects within their space 

to be able to be moved, reconfigured and the workers also move more. Agility is about offering a set 

of spaces, to give people choice and control over how and where they want to get their work done. 

Space and the work processes are integral to each other. (360° Fast Forward). 

This shows that the space is reflecting on how people work and their productivity, well-being, and 

creativity relies on the quality of the workplace. As mentioned before, in order for workers to be 

innovative, they need flexibility, control on how to work and an environment where collaboration 

and communication are encouraged. To sum up, if companies want their workers to be productive 

and innovative, they need to adapt to their workplace as it is as important as their management 

strategies. 

 

The challenges in upgrading or update the workplace 

Some are reluctant to update their offices because of costs, executives are concerned about the time 

and money investment when they can predict and visualise the benefit on their company, employees 

and profits. The other struggle is that they are aware that trends and technologies are constantly 

evolving. Meaning that the money invested for renovations can be seen as substantial considering 

that we will work differently in 5 years, demanding new adjustments in the workplace. During a 

customer visit at Steelcase, the CEO of the company looking to update the offices, had an interesting 

comment: “Why should I invest in co-working spaces and update my premises, if in 5 years, everyone 

might work from home?”. As the pace of change is only accelerating, it is becoming a harder decision 

for leaders to undertake renovations when the future is unpredictable. 

 

Another challenging situation is that “84% of Companies Fail at Digital Transformation”, this is the 

headline of an article from Forbes, the American online economy magazine. The writer wants to 

understand why so many companies fail at transitioning and what can be done better. The reasons 

are that to lead a successful transition, companies should comprehend the challenges during the 

digital transformation process, “Basic awareness about those challenges is probably the key indicator 

of how well the process will be successful”. What’s more, they should also be aware of the drivers of 

the digital transformation, “so that organizations know where to focus their time and resources”. 

Leaders tend to start renovation without investigating the challenges and needs of their teams and 

workers. Which might result in a non-adapted workplace. In his book The Art of Innovation (2001), 

Kelley explains, “When creating or updating space, remember an easy but often elusive goal: keep it 

simple. it is a big deal to change the physical workplace, and companies can get excited and carried 

away with new approaches to office space as they do with the latest management trends. […] 

Creating a great work environment may be nearly as important as hiring the right people.” 

 

In the theoretical part of the study focussing on the challenges of the changing workplace, some 

important points were highlighted. As the study aims to propose a solution which benefits both office 

furniture companies and the companies willing to keep an updated workplace, it was primordial to 

understand what is happening in the workplace. The research showed that the workplace plays a key 

role in the success and competitivity of a company. Indeed, if the workplace is the space where 

workers execute their tasks, it is also their main tool. The workplace is responsible for the 
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creativeness and productivity of the workers, which will guarantee innovation and profitability to the 

business. Leaders understand that the workplace should offer the spacial, social and technological 

support their workers need to work productively. However, it is becoming more and more 

challenging for companies to make sure that the investment put in a new workplace will be relevant 

over time and would not fail to provide the right equipment and space to their workers. 

 

In today’s context of change, the work environment is requiring regular updated to answer the 

workers’ needs during their creative process. As a result, it allows companies to develop better 

creative processes and encourages innovation. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

To lead the study, the researcher had a methodological approach. Different fields of expertise were 
involved to grasp enough knowledge to develop a relevant proposal. The problem pointed out 
through the study is the linearity of the current business models in the office furniture industry. The 
following methods described below were used during the research process to collect information and 
data. The methods selected were identified as valuable for the design research, allowing to 
understand today’s situation in the world of work. Lastly, the methods used permitted to evaluate 
the feasibility and pertinence of the project proposal developed for the thesis. 

Subject Matter Experts Interviews 
Before defining a specific angle for the research, interviews were conducted to ensure a good               
understanding of the field of interest. The goal of this method is to “Speak with subject matter                 
experts to understand the most advanced and potential developments” (V. Kumar, 2012). The series              
of interviews led by the researcher aimed to collect information about the office furniture industry.               
Therefore, the study started during the researcher’s work experience at Steelcase. Steelcase is the              
leader in the office furniture industry and will be further (Described in the section 4.1.). The                
discussions took place with professionals at Steelcase, carefully chosen for their expertise and role in               
the company. Thanks to the open exchanges and insights shared, the study started with the certainty                
of its relevance from a Design, Social, Environmental and Economical point of view. 
 

Semi-Structured Interviews  
Semi-Structured Interviews, contrary to structured Interviews allows more flexibility in the questions 
during the exchange between the interviewee and the interviewer. The session is planned but not 
fixed so the interview can become more of a conversation, rather than a succession of questions and 
answers. It is hard to predict the interviewee’s answers, this can trigger unexpected result and new 
questions. Semi-Structured Interviews are used in a stage of the project when it is possible to 
“explore a topic more openly and to allow interviewees to express their opinions and ideas in their 
own words” (Schuh, 2009).  

This structure was followed when interviewing the community leader at WeWork. WeWork is a 
worldwide company, renting furnished offices monthly basis, also called FlexOffices (Described 
section 4.3.1.). While visiting in one of the buildings of WeWork, a community leader was 
interviewed. The role of a community leader is too sell all the available desks, help the members, 
organise events and also to make sure everything functions properly. Leading an interview with an 
employee working for WeWork was helpful to understand why the company was founded, what 
study, trends or observations showed the need for new ways of working. During the conversation, 
the goal was also to learn about WeWork’s vision of the future of work and how they plan to react to 
the changing trends. 
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Questionnaires 
Questionnaires are a very common method used by many researchers from different fields. This 
method refers to the “documents that include a series of open and closed questions to which the 
respondent is invited to provide answers.” (Rowley,2014). Distributing questionnaires is an effective 
way of collecting data and reaching out to a number of individuals to obtain their feedback or 
opinion. If the method sounds easy to implement, the questions need to be carefully planned to be 
sent out to the right targeted people. The result of this method usually aims to collect quantitative 
data but the data can also be very qualitative to help the research to move forward. 
In the case of this research, questionnaires were a strategic method to use to reach out to a large 
number of people targeted as interesting for the study. Indeed, the online survey was created to be 
distributed directly on the app, a social network only used by the member of the WeWork 
Community. This online platform is used by all the members to communicate, find other members or 
share content. When writing the questions, the aim was to understand how people are working in 
shared workspaces. This method was necessary for the study to assess the success and satisfaction of 
workers using FlexOffices. As the workers are experiencing new ways of working, they have a 
different point of view on space and desk ownership. 

Focus Group  
Krueger & Casey (2000), identified 5 features that create a successful focus group: “(1) People who                
(2) possess certain characteristic and (3) provide qualitative data (4) in a focussed discussion (5) to                
help understand the topic of interest.” The focus group is different from a group discussion as the                 
aim is to exchange on a specific topic to learn and generate ideas thanks to the participants. The                  
participants will be chosen depending on the topic to discuss, the individuals should be comfortable               
to talk about the topic, meaning that their experience will allow them to share their knowledge and                 
opinion about the subject. Focus groups methodology is an “ideal” approach for examining the              
stories, experiences, points of view, beliefs, needs and concerns of individuals. (Kitzinger, 2005)             
Before leading the discussion, the researcher has to prepare the session. First identify who can be the                 
right participants, ensure they have common interest and expertise to create a conversation helping              
the development of the topic of interest. The intention during the group reunion is for each                
individual to share freely their opinion, so they need to feel at ease in the group. After finding the                   
right participants, the researcher also needs to find the right place for the meeting. In a concern of                  
comfortability, the place should suit every participant. A focus group is a relevant method to use                
when the topic is still open, to hear different points of views and gather diverse ideas based on the                   
participants’ experience. 
 
When the focus group took place, the research was in the early stages. The target was to collect                  
information about the participants’ perspective and their ideas, based on their expertise. The             
expected outcome of the discussion was to understand “differences in perspective between groups             
of category of people.” (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The topic of the research is the future of work. To                   
lead the focus group, Dealers were approached. As the research is investigating the evolvement of               
the workplace, different opinions were expected as everyone as a different point of view on how                
work and technologies will continue transforming the future. Dealers are pertinent participants as             
they are working on office renovation projects and are involved in the decision-making process about               
the concept of the new offices. Therefore, they are close to the clients, observed the evolvement of                 
the workplace with digitalisation and have an opinion about what is coming next. The focus group                
occurred in their own offices, giving them the opportunity to feel at ease and choose where to have                  
the discussion. The three dealers are colleagues and have a good relationship, making the start of the                 
meeting easy, as they all knew each other and were very comfortable. 
Questions were prepared onwards to guide the participants in their reflection and help them share               
their point of view. To start the conversation, the goal of the focus group was explained to the                  
participants to make clear to them that their experience, opinion, and ideas regarding the topic, are                
the centre of the interest during the session.  
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4. CONTEXT 

 

The world of work is strongly impacted by technologies, the social, economic and environmental              
context. In the case of the workplace, the principal driver of change is technology. Therefore, the                
following parts aim to focus on the role of technologies in the transformation of how we work and                  
consequently, the workplace.  
 
During the research process, three stakeholders were identified as essential to analyse what is              
happening in the workplace. As the stakeholders were approached and participated in the research              
by providing valuable expertise, they will be referred to as “collaborators”. To understand the              
challenges faced by companies in their workplace and, by office furniture companies, three             
collaborators will be used. First, to discuss the office furniture industry, the expertise of Steelcase               
and the experience of dealers will be used. Secondly, the example of WeWork will allow to                
understand how technologies drive the emergence of new business models.  
 
4.1. The digital turn 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution 

After the third Industrial Revolution or digital revolution, characterised by the invention of Internet, 

the introduction of new technologies is bringing another period of transformation,  impacting 

strongly the world of work. Many researchers investigated the impact of Industry 4.0. (I4.0), there 

are different interpretation and definitions. According to Alasdair (2016), one definition can be 

“Making the manufacturing industry fully computerized”. To transition to the Industry 4.0, companies 

need to consider the “eight fondamentional technology advances: adaptive robotics, data analytics 

and artificial intelligence (big data analytics), simulation, embedded systems, communication, and 

networking such as Industrial Internet, cloud systems, additive manufacturing and virtualization 

technologies.”(Ustundag, 2017). I4.0 is impacting every industry and is challenging companies to 

adapt and evolve to be competitive. There are many debates and divergent opinions about how the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution is changing the workforce. It is obvious that I4.0 is requestioning work, in 

a goal of computerization, some jobs become irrelevant and other are created: “As technology 

improves and automation becomes more feasible to replace human workforce, workers who would 

lose their jobs to digital systems need to be moved to tasks that are not at risk of being automated” 

(Ustundag, 2017). 

 

Work boundaries 

The apparition of connected tools is directly impacting the way we communicate. It is now possible 

to have a wireless phone call in the car, video conferences from distance, Skype meetings, meaning 

that work can be done from everywhere at any time. It used to be easy to distinguish work from 

personal life. Same location and time schedule for work days and when the day is over, we go home. 

Today, the work and home boundaries are blurry. Workers can bring work home and during working 

hours, they can do things related to their personal life. Talking about the “overlapping dimension of 

boundaries of home and work”, Nippert-Eng, explains that, “ if we further locate them in distinct 

time and space, we virtually force ourselves to ignore their overlapping potential” (Nippert-Eng, 

1995). Creating and defining the boundaries between work and life is more a personal choice as work 

is not limited to one location anymore. The recent technologies are influencing the work and life 

boundaries but also the workplace as workers want to feel at ease at work, shaking up the codes on 

the workplace. 
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4.2. Office furniture companies role and responsibility  

The first step during the research process is to observe how office furniture companies currently               

operate. In order to have an accurate comprehension of the office furniture industry, an experience               

of one year was executed at Steelcase. In the following paragraphs, the aim will be to explain who                  

Steelcase is, their role in the study and what was the outcome of a one-year of experience and                  

observation in this office furniture company. 

 

Steelcase 

An important part of the study started during the investigation period at Steelcase. The company was                

created in Grand Rapids, United-States, in 1912. After establishing itself as one of the leaders in the                 

Office Furniture Industry in the NA (North America) market, Steelcase was introduced on the EMEA               

(Europe, Middle-East and Africa) and APAC (Asia Pacific) markets. Since its creation, the company is               

driven by the willingness to provide Innovative furniture for the work environment. To make sure               

their products answer the demand, teams of experts are in contact with their clients and investigate                

future trends in the workplace. Steelcase is in the centre of the action when it comes to Office                  

Furniture and Environment. With the digital revolution, the workplace is facing, the products             

launched need to be in adequation with the workers demand. Even if the workers are not their direct                  

customers, they are the users, and Steelcase values the user experience offered thanks to their               

furniture and space settings. Therefore, the company’s researches aim to understand what is best for               

workers, considering the evolution of their needs and how they work. 

  

Before questioning the current business models, it was essential to get how the purchase process of 

office furniture works.  

 

Dealers 

Office furniture companies are BtoB companies. They produce furniture and sell them to dealers. 

Dealers are in charge of selling the furniture to the customers. In the case of this industry, the end 

customer is the companies renovating their offices or premises, but they are not the users. It means 

that Steelcase develops and produces furniture for the office environment but are not selling them 

directly to the users. Before selling any products, the role of dealers is to advise their clients. Office 

furniture companies need to educate dealers about how to use the products, how to create spaces 

adapted to the workers. As dealers are not in contact with the end users either, they need to 

convince the client to choose a workplace concept which suits their workers. 

 

 

 
Figure 1.1. Current journey of the office furniture 
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The graph above shows the current model used by most of the office furniture companies. The office                 

experts produce the furniture, educate the dealers and sell them the products. Then dealers are               

chosen by the client for their proposal at the call for tenders. Dealers have the responsibility to                 

choose the furniture and create settings with the architect of the project if there is one. They are the                   

spokesperson for the office experts conceiving the products for the users. It is more and more                

important for office furniture companies to work closely with dealers so they understand accurately              

the products and can, therefore, support efficiently the client during the renovation projects. As the               

office furniture companies are the experts in how to create a good work environment, they have to                 

share their knowledge with dealers. This ensures that the end users will have a workspace adapted to                 

their needs thanks to a successful transmission of expertise from the office furniture producer to the                

client, through the dealers. 

  

The workplace is becoming a complex ecosystem where collaboration, creativity, and productivity are 

key. Nowadays work is an ecosystem creating unity between Technology + People + Space. Meaning 

that space should allow people to connect and is supported by adapted technology. Steelcase 

understands the role of the workplace toward organisations and workers. Therefore, they are aware 

of the responsibility of the furniture and solutions they develop. The products launched into the 

market are the results of their expertise and studies about how the workplace supports work and the 

future of work. We know that the complexity in the work environment was triggered by technologies 

and digitalisation, which are strongly revolutionising how we used to work. Before the apparition of 

advanced technologies at work, the office was mainly characterised by a desk, a task chair and 

storage. Today, the range of products included in settings in the work environment has significantly 

increased. As workers can work from anywhere, they want to find comfort and cosy spaces as they 

would at home or in coffee shops.  

 

Consequently, office furniture companies had to transform their offer accordingly. As in any other 

industry, the office furniture market evolves. Companies have to follow and create new trends 

adapted to the demand. To illustrate the evolvement of office furniture companies, the strategy of 

Steelcase will be used as an example. The office furniture industry counts many players worldwide, 

all competing to offer the most competitive products, attract customers, and sell as much as possible 

for profitability. Steelcase developed strategies to keep the leading position in the office industry, 

two of them will be described and analysed. 

 

As mentioned, the office environment includes a bigger range of products than before. As sofas, 

guest chairs, coffee tables, and even rugs and pillows entered the workplace, office furniture 

companies had to adapt their offer fast to maintain the interest of their customers. As a new 

category of products is demanded, office furniture companies can not shift their expertise to extend 

to all range of products. That’s where partnerships come into play. Indeed, creating partnerships with 

brands specialised in residential furniture is a relevant strategy. The main advantage is that it is 

facilitating the process for dealers. Given that dealers are responsible for the orders, they are in 

contact with different brands to provide a complete offer with all the product categories to their 

client. Regrouping different expertise, product categories and brands under one umbrella allow the 

office company to stay competitive on the market by making the work process easier for dealers. 

Through the partnerships, office furniture companies are aiming to create a one-stop-shop. 

The second strategy which keeps Steelcase at its worldwide leadership position, is innovation. 

Through the years, work has changed, transforming furniture as well. The capacity of companies to 
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adapt to the constantly changing demand guarantee growth and competitiveness. The role of office 

furniture companies is to deliver solutions aligned with the new ways of working. Workers do not 

have to sit at a fixed desk anymore, work happens elsewhere. It is the responsibility of office experts 

to create spaces and furniture for the evolving behaviours at work. Steelcase is invested in predicting 

workers and organisations needs in the future. Now that the office is not limited to the traditional 

furniture, new innovative products are developed. Technologies are more and more integrated into 

our everyday work and being integrated into the furniture. Steelcase is actively working to create the 

tools of tomorrow which will support better ways of working. In other words, integrated technologies 

will help workers to collaborate efficiently, boost their creativity and productivity. Bringing 

Technology, Space and People together. Steelcase is notably partnering with Microsoft to develop 

innovative products and concepts fully integrating technology to furniture. 

 

While Steelcase and other office furniture companies adjust their business strategies to stay 

competitive, new business model are created triggered by technologies and the change of our habits 

at work. When some thought it was the end of the office, others took the revolution of work as an 

opportunity to reinvent the workplace and its boundaries. New business models appeared and are 

now driving change in the office industry. 

 

4.3. Economic turn: New business models impacting the office industry 

In her book, K. Briken (2017) is highlighting two phenomenons which change the world of work: first                 

a “new phase of technological change in the traditional manufacturing industries” (e.g. Internet of              

Things, 3D printer) and secondly “new internet-based business models and companies” and            

emerging, reassessing the workers’ position and their relation to the work environment. If             

technologies transformed how work used to be done, it also changes how the work environment is                

apprehended.  

 

4.3.1. The FlexOffices trend 

The most representative trend of the changing world of work is the FlexOffice, also called co-working                

spaces. Indeed, technologies are transforming how we used to work, reinventing how we think of the                

workspace. As a result, these new ways of working, bring new business models on the market. These                 

companies are service driven, they offer workplaces to rent. Meaning that the workplace is not               

considered as personal, but rather as a physical space to execute work when needed.  

 

According to a report and study lead by Steelcase, the apparition and growth of FlexOffices, is the                 

result of technology evolution, economic drivers and behavioural changes. The FlexOffices are            

highlighting two tendencies on the workplace market. Firstly, it shows the economic uncertainty that              

companies face, to minimise the risks they seek flexibility in how and where they work, and to reduce                  

cost. Secondly, technologies are repositioning the conventional work boundaries, workers want the            

flexibility to work how they like, but seek for a professional space to come to. Both workers and                  

companies want flexibility, creating a growing need for these new FlexOffices. 

 
The concept of FlexOffices is to rent to companies or workers a desk or space to work. The client pays 

for a space, meeting room or office on regular bases, it can be daily or per month, depending on the 

frequency of their visit. These new companies are transforming how we look at the workplace and 

represent a completely new business model as they need to involve the real estate industry. To 

provide Co-Working spaces, these business models are taking care of the investment in the lease of 
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the building, the renovation of the premises and the furniture in the offices. The offer allows 

flexibility and simplifies companies and workers’ relation to the workplace as they can work in the 

space for the time of their choice when needed. This trend is questioning the way we apprehend and 

occupy space. 

 
4.3.2. WeWork: example of a FlexOffice company 
WeWork is one of the pioneers in the FlexOffice industry. Founded in 2010, the company is growing 

fast with 630 locations in 34 different countries. Other than creating inspiring offices for companies 

and workers, WeWork’s goal is to create a community. Places where success is not defined by 

financial achievements but rather by the quality of the network and personal fulfilment. Their clients 

do not only choose WeWork for the quality of the workplace. They are also attracted by the service 

offered, the new image it gives to their business and the opportunities to connect with other 

WeWork members. 

 

FlexOffices are a growing trend according to CBRE and JLL. The companies CBRE and JLL Research are 

worldwide leaders in real estate service. They also lead researches (reports, case studies, etc.) about 

trends to advice their customers about real estate investments. Their offer includes different sectors: 

office, residential, hotels, etc. The researches allow the real estate advisors to understand the 

evolvement of the sectors on the long term to provide a qualitative service to their customers. They 

are studying the trends in the workplace and office sector as well as it impacts the real estate 

industry.  

CBRE is publishing reports and case studies on their website. To better understand the enthusiasm 

around FlexOffices, a case study led by CBRE will be used. In the paper (2018), The Demand for Office 

space in Stockholm, the company describes the results of the study. They explain that the amount of 

FlexOffice spaces in Stockholm has had a net increase of 30% comparing 2017 and 2018. They assure 

this number will grow because: 

- Companies see a central location as part of a talent retention strategy 

- FlexOffice suits start-up companies in Stockholm in terms of short contracts, flexible terms 

and availability 

- The supply of traditional office space in the inner city will remain low in the next few years. 

 

And this trend is going to grow worldwide. According to CBRE, the FlexOffice market is growing at 

13% per annum. In their statistics, JLL research shares that the percentage of flex space compared to 

traditional offices, will reach 30% by 2030. Another interesting number provided by CBRE is that 69% 

of Millenials will trade in other work package benefits for a better workspace. Showing that workers 

care about the work environment more than before and appreciate a business that demonstrates 

their culture and cares for employees through the workplace. 

 

4.3.3. The importance of a great workplace in a competitive economy 

Companies are always seeking for growth and competitiveness. To ensure they are still relevant to 

their market, companies need to question their business models, and strategies. ”The past couple of 

decades is replete with stories of companies that failed to move fast enough as their market changed 

around them”, “To be able to respond quickly and intelligently to the fast pace of the changing world, 

we need all levels of functions in our businesses to be creative and responsive”(Setili, 2017). Many 

companies do not re-evaluate their processes and become obsolete on the market, for both 

customers and workers. They misunderstand their customers demand and the workers need. In 
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order to stay competitive, companies are driven by innovation and creativity, “Creativity is essential 

to staying relevant and vital”(Setili, 2017). To be competitive on the market, the changes start 

internally. First by providing to workers a work environment that suits their need in terms of 

technological and creative support. Secondly to attract talents. Companies are looking for the most 

competent workers, “the war for talent becomes more severe on a global scale” (Singh, 2012). To 

attract workers, companies are faced with the challenge to adapt to how they want to work. 
If there is a talent chase happening on the market it is because companies are conscious about the 

necessity to be innovative to win or keep their markets. Therefore, they want the most qualified 

workers. Today, creativity and Innovation have become determinants to companies’ growth and 

prosperity. 
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5. PROJECT 

 

The previous parts of the thesis aimed to describe the current situation in the workplace and 

understand how office furniture company can better answer companies’ needs by providing a 

different approach to furniture ownership. To sum up what was understood thanks to the research, a 

review of the key points will follow. 

 

Firstly, the study started will the acknowledgement that there is an immediate necessity to rethink 

how consumers consume, producers produce, and how companies design their business models. This 

situation is created by the consciousness that human lifestyle has a negative impact on the 

environment, ecosystems and is energy intensive. Delphine Batho, ex-minister of Ecology in France, 

shared an alerting due date to save the environmental conditions in an interview of Figaro (French 

News Paper): “We have 10 years to change the world”. Meaning that everyone needs to act now and 

globally. 

 

The researcher decided to investigate the world of work to understand what can be changed and 

done better in the office furniture industry. Work is a complex topic, constantly evolving, driven by 

many factors. Therefore, various aspects of the world of work were researched in-depth. The 

principal challenge observed during the research is that the way we work is changing, and fast. 

Making difficult for businesses to keep an updated workplace adapted to technologies and workers. 

We also understood that the role of the workplace is crucial today, and for the future of businesses. 

It is the physical environment where the collaborators can connect to exchange knowledge; where 

workers have access to the space and tools they require during their creative process; and as a 

conclusion, it is determinant for innovation. As explained previously, companies that innovate rapidly 

stay competitive and profitable: innovation is companies’ driver for success today. 

The knowledge acquired by the researcher, led to a project aiming to benefit all the actors: office 

furniture companies; businesses; workers; and the environment. 
  

5.1. Results of the insights from three collaborators 

The research started at Steelcase, where the office furniture industry was investigated. It is only at 

the end of the period of one year in the company, that the topic was defined more precisely, after 

enough knowledge was gained about the industry of interest. In order to develop the study, other 

stakeholders, qualified as “collaborators” in the research, were approached. After Steelcase, the 

researcher met with dealers and visited WeWork offices to execute an interview and send 

questionnaires. All the collaborators were necessary to ensure the project proposed is adapted to the 

current and future situation in the workplace. In the next paragraph, the results of the methods used 

will be described and analysed. And finally, the project will be presented. 

  

5.1.1. Steelcase 

During Subject Matter Experts Interviews, the researcher discussed with two professionals working 

with the Eco Services within Steelcase. EcoServices is a service is in charge of the furniture when the 

client wants to dispose of them. The services handle the transport, moving of the furniture, and then 

takes care of recycling, selling or donating them. The EcoServices was created to avoid that the 

furniture ends up landfilled by encouraging the client to make better decisions about furniture 

disposal. The service is not part of the office furniture company process. Meaning that it is part of the 

furniture life cycle but the service is not included of the overall offer when purchasing Steelcase 
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furniture. The interviewees shared that the current model in place is not the right one because it 

requires more workforce, resources and is not part of the current business model. The first step to 

create a circular business offer is to attach the EcoServices to the product life cycle and consider 

these products in the business model. 

 

5.1.2. Dealers 

In the previous parts, the role of dealers was discussed. They are selling furniture to the client, and 

represent the intermediary between the producer and the end customer. During a focus group, three 

dealers participated. They shared their experience and challenges with their clients. The session was 

very valuable for the study as dealers are well placed to understand both the producer and the 

customers. Furthermore, the dealers who took part in the discussion were specialised in office 

renovation projects. 

  

According to dealers, to create a good workspace the overall environment is important: from colours, 

accessories to lighting and acoustics. Space should be welcoming, support well-being, creativity, 

communication, technology. The workplace should also reflect the company culture and brand 

image, showing to external visitors or clients what the company is. These are the keywords dealers 

use when presenting the advantages of new offices to customers. 

  

Dealers challenges with clients 

Dealers are challenged to adapt to every type of demand and company. When it comes to office 

renovation projects, the expectations of the clients depend on the size and type of business but also 

vary from regions. Some markets are very open to novelty and understand the advantages of the 

latest trends, others are still conservative and do not see the point in changing the configuration of 

their workplace, they want functional desks and chairs and have basic demands. Often leaders have 

the final word on what they want for the new offices, dealers are not in contact with the workers, so 

they rarely know if at the end of the project the new space was appreciated. 

  

The role of the dealer is to answer the clients’ demands but also to guide them and help them 

choosing a concept adapted to today’s ways of working. As the representative of office experts, 

dealers try to convince their clients to move toward new workplace by highlighting the advantages. If 

some companies are reluctant to change, usually, people are conscious about the evolving 

workplaces. Some companies are focussed on the budget of the project, others have basic and 

functional demands. The transition from closed or individual spaces, to more community areas and 

open office concepts is not easy. Change is not always appreciated. 

Some ask for co-working spaces but do not understand what it means. They choose to include lounge 

areas in their work environment to follow the trends. The clients who are cautious about the budget, 

will choose cheap products from brands which are not qualified and adapted to the work 

environment. But the participants observed that their clients care more and more about the quality 

of the furniture and settings. They will choose affordable desks but put more money in the rest of the 

products like an acoustic cabin, comfortable chairs, sofas, etc. 

  

Impact of the world of work changes 

Dealers’ job also evolved with time, challenged by the changes happening in the office furniture 

industry. Before they were mostly selling desks, storage and task chairs. Today, as new product 

categories entered the workplace, they have to work with a bigger range of products. Dealers’ 
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responsibility and role got wider, to support the client they provide a global offer. Today they are 

selling a service, they play the role of facilitators during the renovation process, they guide, plan the 

project, use their expertise to advise the client. 

  

What dealers would change in their activity 

The dealers interviewed shared that they wish they could be involved earlier in the renovation 

process to better advise their clients. When dealers intervene in the mate stages of the project, they 

can not share their expertise and be part of the decision-making and have to work with what was 

decided before they got involved. They also think that more time is needed to explain to clients how 

to use the furniture and apprehend the space. It happened that clients complained to the dealers 

because they did not like the furniture, but usually, it was due to misuse of the spaces. This situation 

is the result of a lack of time and people to explain to the workers, how to use the space and why it 

was planned that way. 

  

Key learning from dealers 

Companies are evolving at different paces, if some companies transitioned to new ways of working 

many years ago, some companies are still demanding traditional settings. Updating the workplace 

can be challenging in some industries and regions. Changing from traditional ways of working to the 

current flexible way of working can take time for some businesses. On the other hand, the future of 

work is not determined, we only know that it will change constantly. Meaning that even companies 

that already transitioned to a contemporary work environment will be pushed to update their 

workspace regularly as well. Dealers and office furniture companies have a similar point of view 

about the future of work as they work closely. They predict more collaborations and team-based 

activities. And are convinced that in 5 years, space and furniture will be different from today, 

transformed by technologies. 

  

5.1.3. WeWork 

The company WeWork was approached to better understand the concept behind the FlexOffice 

business model. An interview was led with an employee of the company and a questionnaire 

distributed to workers using the WeWork offices. Thanks to the data collected it allowed to grasp 

why companies and workers are attracted by this kind of service. 

 

Why create WeWork 

The interviewee is one of the three community leaders in the building they handle. Community 

leaders are in charge of selling the desks, winning the loyalty of the members and make sure 

everything operates smoothly. They are also in close contact with the members of the building they 

manage. The offices located Rue Lafayette, in Paris, opened in 2017 and count 2300 users. There is 

no available desk left, all the offices are taken and full. The company has 400 buildings in the world. 

The company offers offices worldwide, and is still at a “start-up stage” said the interviewee, they just 

celebrated their 9th anniversary. WeWork is not the first company who started launching offices as a 

service. WeWork was created to offer more to its users. The company wanted to bring an innovative 

approach to this service and the way people work. Their clients do not choose WeWork only to 

access a desk and space to work, they appreciate the service that comes with it. They choose it for 

the concept more than for the space itself. The idea was to create a community. To bring companies 

and workers closer together to develop their networks. WeWork understood it well, the future of 

work is about communication, network, collaboration and interaction. “Social interactions are 
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important for innovation and space has a strong influence on the interactions” When a client is 

renting a workspace, it comes with a service aiming to support social interaction and networks: 

WeWork is a community. The interviewee did an interesting comment about the difference of culture 

toward social interaction. “Compared with the US for example, creating exchange and interaction 

between the users demands more efforts in France.” Therefore, when the space and the settings are 

not enough to encourage integrations, events are organised for the members to connect. The 

community leaders are also creating the networks themselves by bringing together people with 

common interest or activity, and help them grow. Furthermore, WeWork created their own 

communication platform to encourage their members to connect, the social media app helps the 

members to find connect with every user from any department. 

WeWork is conscious that customers expect effective service and assistance. Therefore, the 

interviewee shared that they are starting to collect feedback from the users to understand what 

could be improved and what is appreciated. Getting feedback will help the company to keep 

providing spaces and a service adapted to the demand in the future. 

 

What FlexOffice users think 

The questionnaire was designed to investigate the WeWork users’ point of view. The goal was to 

observe if the FlexOffice trend is a sustainable concept in an era of change and uncertainty at work 

and why it is attracting so many workers and companies across the world. 

 

80% of the WeWork members who answered the questionnaire are part of a company. That means 

that it was not their own decision to come in the co-working space, it was a leadership decision from 

the company. The workers who know why their company chose WeWork listed the following 

reasons: lack of space in the current premises of the company, flexibility, location. The community 

leader who exchanges with customer explained that companies choose WeWork for other additional 

reasons. Among their clients, there are companies like Airbus, Thales who choose FlexOffices to 

change their brand image, be more innovative and for the quality of the service. 

 

In the case of independent workers, they chose WeWork for the location, the flexibility, create a 

network and develop their activity or business thanks to the service offered. 

The WeWork users have different motives for choosing the FlexOffice, the aim is now to see if the 

new ways of working offered by WeWork is suiting every worker and if not, what can be better. 

 

What do workers want? 

50% of the participants have previously worked in a space which did not suit them. The reasons for 

this situation reflects the challenges companies and leaders are facing in the workplace. According to 

the feedback from the participants, what was missing from the environment was daylight, 

air-conditioning,  good relationships and atmosphere, acoustic solution for noise nuisance, lounge 

areas for relaxed work and rooms for isolated work. When asked about the spaces the workers want 

in the work environment, 100% of them selected the isolation areas, 80% want social areas, 60% 

answered relaxing spaces, 40% need a desk in an enclosed area. This clearly demonstrates that the 

planning of the workplace is changing. The in-between areas which allow workers to work differently 

are demanded by workers.  
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The limit of FlexOffices 

At WeWork, there are many different profiles of users and companies. However, they all have the 

access to the same type of settings and rooms. If the majority of the participants answered that they 

were satisfied with the spaces, 30% of the users do not find all the spaces they need. Indeed, some 

think that there are missing lounge areas and isolation rooms which are always busy. The goal of the 

FlexOffices companies is to make the space profitable by renting every desk available. Consequently, 

there are lots of people in the building. Every user has its own workstation but there are limited 

common areas, isolation rooms and setting options to choose from. This lack of diversity in the 

choice of spaces is reflected through the following number: if 80% of users consider their work 

requires creativity, 50% feel that the settings and spaces are not boosting their creativity and are not 

inspiring enough. As the researcher visited the building, it was observed that apart from a coffee 

corner, isolation booths and some meeting rooms on each floor, the mobility and flexibility 

possibilities for the users are limited outside of the desking area. As a result, some workers do not 

feel inspired as they are not mobile and interact with the same people through the day (40% are not 

satisfied with the frequency of their social interactions). 

 

In order to inquire the capacity of FlexOffices to react to the changing ways of working, the 

researcher asked the community leader at WeWork if the spaces created in the past can be updated 

to the current trends. The interviewee answered that the building and offices were not thought to be 

updated: “the first office that opened in 2010 feels outdated, the configurations of the space are 

different from what we do today, the colours are different as well.” The trends are changing fast, for 

example, “comparing 2017 with 2019, the settings used to be in more pastel palettes, today we use 

bright colours.” The main technology supports offered in WeWork spaces are electricity, Wi-Fi, and 

screen sharing in meeting rooms. The business models of FlexOffice companies emerged as a 

reaction to the changing world of work with the rise of technologies allowing flexibility and mobility. 

But on a long-term, the spaces are not conceived to adapt to the evolving ways of working. Meaning 

that when workers’ ways of working will continue evolving and new digital tools will be introduced, 

the buildings created previously, might not be adapted anymore. 

 

5.2. The future of work is in 5 years 

The study revealed that there are many points of views about the future of work, but everyone 

agrees that technologies are changing work rapidly and are sure that in 5 years, work will be different 

from today. This prediction raises two questions: 

-          What does it mean for the lifetime and life cycle of the furniture? 

-          How can companies keep an updated workplace over time? 

  

5.2.1. How Dealers describe the future 

Dealers are a valuable source of knowledge and experience. They work closely with companies who 

are their clients and with office furniture companies. In other words, they are in the middle of the 

action as they represent the bridge between the office furniture companies and the companies doing 

renovations. They have a lot of expertise about the process of office renovation projects, they 

understand the different angles of the industry and witnessed the evolution which occurred in the 

workplace.  

The participants involved in the conversation about the future of work shared their opinions. With 

the appearance of technology, the world of work is evolving, change happen faster and faster. They 

think that obsolescence will come faster than before. One of the participants used the example of 
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phones to illustrate the phenomenon: “before we were investing in a phone for 5 years but now after 

2 years, we change it”. They predict that in 5 to 10 years, the workplace will be different from now. 

“Technologies are changing how we communicate, it will improve communication from distance, and 

we will travel less to meet clients for example”. Dealers experienced how technology is impacting the 

workplace. We used to work at a desk all day, it was the space where we met people, clients, made 

our phone calls and execute our tasks all day. Comparing with now, there is more flexibility and 

choice on how to work thanks to technologies. The phone and computer can be brought everywhere. 

Since the last years, they observed that technologies are getting smaller, and are very easy to 

transport. This allows less constraint; we can work anywhere with good Wi-Fi.  

 

Consequently, dealers observed that companies are putting more effort in creating a good work 

environment for their workers. Indeed, they are challenged to attract their workers on the workplace 

as remote work is exploding. “If companies do not succeed to keep their workers on the workplace, 

they will face disengagement, lack of communication and identity loss, that’s bad for business!” 

The participants also predict that change will impact the office furniture and the workplace. “The task 

chair is the best investment, we will always need a chair, but the rest of the furniture is changing 

rapidly”. To ensure they are attractive, companies need to change fast, including their workplace. As 

dealers are working on various projects, they understand that every industry is changing how they 

work. Even the banks: As almost everything can be done online, clients do not come to the agencies 

anymore. Banks want to bring their clients back to the banks, so they create lounge settings and 

intimate areas to invite clients to discuss with the counsellors.” 

 

Discussing about the future of furniture, it seems that it will refine space itself. There will be less or 

no cables, thanks to wireless technologies. The desk will be very simple, storage will disappear as 

everything will be digital. Dealers think that the space will also change because technology will be 

integrated everywhere, creating new ways to apprehend furniture and use the space. When it comes 

to behaviours, the participants think that the collaboration trend will increase and be reflected in the 

space planning, “there will still be open space but regrouping 10 to 20 people given that work is 

becoming more collaborative and team-based”. 

  

5.2.2. How WeWork sees the future 

The community leader interviewed in one of the WeWork building in Paris, shared her point of view                 

about the upcoming five years. She is predicting more remote work as technologies are growing and                

redefining distance and communication. “thanks to new technologies and digital tools, it is becoming              

easier to find the information needed and contacts, we do not have to organise a face to face to                   

exchange knowledge, information or connect with people.” She thinks that it is crucial today to be                

close to collaborators, as connection and communication are drivers for innovation. If the             

interviewee forecasts the rise of remote work, she is also certain that consequently, FlexOffices will               

not fade, and that the trend will grow. “People do not want to be isolated from the company and                   

their colleagues, work is a social activity, it requires a sustainable network of collaborators.              

FlexOffices companies are the best alternative to connect people from different industries or             

department. To conclude, new businesses like WeWork show that the workplace is changing but is               

not disappearing. 
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5.2.3. How workers see the future 

To understand how workers, apprehend the future of work, a questionnaire was uploaded online for               

members of the WeWork community. The participants are testing different ways of working, but still               

think that in the next 5 years, it will continue to evolve. Indeed, when asked if in 5 years they think                     

they will work the same way as today, 100% of the participants answered “NO”. The questionnaire                

offered the possibility to develop more about what their vision is. Majority of the participants believe                

that technologies will increase remote work, communication from distance and decrease business            

trips. Another interesting comment is that some participants think that we will be less dependant on                

the desk, “For now we are still in a desk-meeting-coffee routine, but behaviours will change”. 

  

One surprising learning that came out of the questionnaire is that even if 100% of the workers who                  

answered the inquiry are using a laptop and/or mobile phone, 90% of them spend most of their day                  

at a fixed desk. This shows that the workplace is not encouraging mobility. This can be caused by the                   

absence of personalised solutions. If workers do not change environments or posture through their              

day, it shows that there is no other space where they feel comfortable to work. In order to allow                   

mobility and flexibility to people, the environment should propose various settings and rooms             

adapted to the different postures, and activities, for workers to choose from during the workday.               

Workers are aware that they will work differently in a few years. The ongoing evolution of how we                  

work impacts workers’ behaviours and work processes. They expect the workplace to support the              

new ways of working, and it is the company’s responsibility to make sure the space is adapted to the                   

current needs.  

 

It is very attractive for companies to choose FlexOffices. Indeed, the clients and companies avoid a 

long process of renovation involving lots of stakeholders to create new offices. It is easier and offers 

flexibility to choose spaces that are ready to use. There are many advantages for the users and 

companies in the FlexOffice business model, can companies with fixed premises offer the same 

attractivity in their workplace? Is there an opportunity for office furniture companies to offer 

flexibility and good service to their client by rethinking their business model? 

 

The aim of the research was to gather information and knowledge about the office furniture industry. 

After understanding how the industry works, the researcher is developing a project to respond to the 

issues identified. As of today, office furniture companies have a linear business model. The Circular 

Office Service is the project designed with holistic thinking thanks to the deep understanding of the 

challenges companies and office furniture companies face. The circular business model is visualised 

holistically, including the stakeholders who have an important role in the process of creating great 

workplaces. 

 

5.3. Circular Office Service 

5.3.1. The limits of the Linear business model 

Most office furniture companies have similar selling process. These models are built as linear and 

need to be reconsidered given the situation on the work market. To be more specific there are two 

factors -other than environmental issues- that should push office furniture companies to change their 

business models. First, when the business models were created, the aim was to produce furniture to 

use in offices for 20 years. This performance could only be offered thanks to high-quality products. 

However, today, the workplace demands more frequent updates to stay relevant in front of the 

evolving technologies and ways of working. The linear business model used to answer a need for long 
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term offices, but today, these models should be transformed to answer the needs constantly 

changing in the workplace. 

  

What’s more, when a company decides to renovate their offices, the project is guided by the financial 

budget. Knowing that the world of work is changing rapidly, companies do not want to invest too 

much in the furniture if new renovations are needed every 5 to 10 years. The problem with this 

challenge is that dealers will turn to affordable brands, usually not specialised in office furniture. The 

furniture will be adapted for a short lifetime, which is the goal, but after 5 years, the products will be 

replaced as they are not as qualitative as furniture sold by qualified office furniture brands. The other 

issue with this mode of furniture disposal, is that it requires lots of manufacturing and quantities. 

Affordable furniture is not designed and manufactured for long term usage; therefore, it is not 

suitable to be reused, recycled or for circular purposes. It is becoming essential nowadays to rethink 

systems and processes that allow circularity in the furniture industry. The current method of 

producing, using and wasting is outdated. 

  

The graph below is outlining the current process implemented by most of the office furniture 

companies. 

 
Figure 1.2.1. Current transaction process from the producer to the client 

 

 

Figure 1.2.2. When the client wants to dispose of the furniture 

 

As mentioned previously, office furniture companies are not entirely involved in the client’s 

renovation project. It is in most cases, the dealers who are in charge of specifying the furniture for 

the renovation project and the contact point for the client. The process is working well as all 

stakeholders have a clear role during the renovation period. Although, it raises the question about 

the after renovation. Once the furniture is installed and the client satisfied, the project is over. This 

situation is illustrated by the figure b. After a few years, when the company (ex-client) need to 

dispose of the furniture installed, an external moving service will be involved. That is caused by the 

interruption of the communication between the client and the dealer selling the furniture after the 

end of the renovation project, and the absence of a furniture disposal service in the current offer. 

Including the furniture take back as part of the process would transform the current system and 

allow office furniture companies to have control over the life cycle of their products.  
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The goal is to understand what can be changed or transformed within this process, but before, the 

focus will be on what are the limits of the linear process in place. Every office furniture company sell 

their product through dealers, to companies who need to renovate their offices. But the situation in 

the workplace today is an opportunity to reassess the traditional ways of selling and owning. The 

traditional process of buying office furniture presented above can be updated, but of course, the new 

business model should be advantageous for the client, the workers, the dealers and office furniture 

companies. 

  

Through the study, two problems were highlighted in the structure of the system established: 

-          The lack of visibility and control over the furniture life cycle 

-          The short-term usage of furniture conceived for a longer lifetime caused by recurrent needs of 

updates on the workplace. 

These challenges can be seen as key points which can be improved thanks to a new circular system. 

  

An alternative to how we buy office furniture today, could be to consider the settings and the 

furniture as a rental thanks to a service offered by office furniture companies. The solution 

developed by the researcher tends to look at furniture in a new manner.  

 

5.3.2. From Linear to Circular 

Through the examination of the office renovation process, the aim is to understand the relationships 

between the client, the dealer and the office furniture company, to see if the communication process 

can be rebuilt to create a circular model, bringing the furniture’s life in the centre of the system. 

Office furniture companies should take a more active role in the sales process. And these companies 

should consider changing the traditional business model. Today, the client does not benefit from the 

office furniture companies expertise. The starting point of redesigning the system, is to create a new 

bridge for the client and office furniture experts to exchange in a continuous manner. The graph 

below illustrates the new structure of the relationship and communication offered by the new 

system the researcher wishes to develop. 
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Figure 1.3. Creating a new network between the actors 

 

 

Through this new model of open communication, the client benefits from guidance during the 

project but also before and after to make sure workspace is well planned for the workers. The 

relationship between the client, the dealer and the office furniture company starts when the client 

needs to renovate its offices and want to benefit from a long-term service. The system designed is a 

service because the client does not pay for the furniture. Indeed, the client will be able to make 

regular changes once the collaboration starts. The goal is to support the client through the 

evolvement of the workplace, by providing the expertise of the office furniture company. During and 

in-between the changes needed in the workspace, the three parts are actively engaged and 

exchanging to provide a workplace adapted to the client and its workers. 

 

In order to specify how the new system operates, three scenarios will be explored. The different 

stories described will help define the advantages of transforming the way clients execute renovations 

and the structure of the process. The graph below will illustrate the three different stories.  
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Figure 1.4. New communication structure of the Circular Office Service project 

 

The journey map is the same for the three situations described. There are two waves of 

communication, and two projects but the reasons for the second project will vary from one situation 

to the other. The collaboration between the client (a company in need of office renovations), the 

dealers and the office furniture company start when the client agrees to a long-term service. 

Meaning that after the end of the renovations, the project is still ongoing for further needs of 

adjustments on the client’s workplace. The main objective when developing the new system is that 

instead of interrupting the collaboration after the renovation project, it offers a long-term 

partnership between the client, the dealers and the office renovation project. The communication 

stays open in case of new changes needed in the future. 

  

The first case is a client who needs small updates on their workspace after restructuration of teams 

and hiring workers. This story is inspired by the dealers who participated in the focus group. During 

the conversation, they shared the example of their own company Blanchet D’Huismes (BDH) to 

illustrate their experience in a changing workplace caused by the evolution of the businesses and 

workers. 

 

1) Over the years, BDH was challenged to question the space regularly. Because of organisational 

changes, the space needed to be re-adapted to the new company structure. A new department 

opened, teams grew, and people hired. Within two years, the offices changed a few times to reflect 

the changes in the company. The dealers noticed that the phenomenon is spreading, many 

companies have similar journeys. The dealers also mentioned companies should be aware of the 
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visual impact of their workplace. Indeed, workers choose where they want to work, and a good work 

environment can attract them. Furthermore, offices are a strong argument during a customer visit 

for example. Customers will value the settings and the culture which can convince them it is the right 

company to do business with. 

  

In this case, the company evolved internally, requiring an update in the structure of the planning. But 

the changes within the space are not only about moving furniture. After the first renovation project, 

the client observed that their workers were lacking meeting rooms and lounge areas offering 

informal work conditions. Therefore, for the second project, the client asked for adjustments. Thanks 

to a close collaboration with the dealers and the office furniture company, the client was advised by 

experts and new spaces were created to answer the workers' needs. The workplace demanded 

changes in the organisation of the space as the client hired new workers and teams were 

restructured, allowing the client to adjust efficiently the space and improved it at the same time. 

  

2) The second case is also very common. The story is inspired by the dealers’ experience with 

customers who renovated their workspace. Every office renovation project is different, the persons 

in charge of making decisions on the customer side can vary. The CEO does not always decide how 

the offices will be conceptualised, so they delegate to others. It can be a designated worker, the 

architect working on the project or the HR for example. Choosing the concept of the new offices is an 

important responsibility and often, the decision makers are not aware of the workers’ needs. Some 

companies involve the employees, others do not. It is hard in large companies to ask every employee 

what they need, therefore, some employees are chosen to represent the majority. It is a challenge 

for dealers to make sure that the new environment will adequately complement workers’ behaviours 

and needs. It can happen that the space is not really adapted but once the renovations are over, the 

project ends, so the space stays as it is even if it is not satisfying all the users. 

  

This situation is different from the first one as the client needs adjustment because the first 

renovations did not fill the expectations. As the workers expressed a lack of identity to the new 

space, the client asked for a larger investigation about how the teams are working. With the help of 

the office furniture company, a new workplace was created, and the space was modified to offer 

more inspiring settings. For the second project, the adjustments allowed more private and isolation 

areas by removing fixed desks; as well as movable partitions to give workers more control over the 

space. 

  

3) The last story reflects the prediction regarding the future of the workplace. Every company and 

worker are impacted by emerging technologies. It is hard to forecast how integrated technologies 

will be, but all the participants of the research agree on the fact that in 5 years, work will be different 

from today. The technological breakthrough has transformed how space and furniture are applied in 

workplaces. Consequently, companies are doubting the relevance of renovating the workplace if it is 

likely to change in the following years. The third case is about a client who understands that to stay 

innovative, its workers should be supported by the surroundings. The client decided to start 

renovations to keep the space updated, be provided with spaces inspiring workers and retain talents. 

The long-term collaboration offered by the office furniture companies, guarantee relevance and 

competitivity to the client. 
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After the first renovations, new tools are entering the work environment and need to be integrated 

into the client’s spaces. As these technologies are replacing other configurations, some areas and 

furniture are removed. Thanks to the effectiveness of the system, the client is equipped with the 

latest tools and stays competitive on the market. As trends are changing, the client also asked to 

replace some fabrics to be up to date with the latest inspiring materials and colours. The regular 

modifications on the workplace are motivating the workers who are feeling creative and excited to 

come to work, encouraging an atmosphere of open communication. 

  

The three examples used to illustrate the variety of scenarios are a small part of the situations in 

which this system can benefit the client. The goal is now to see how it can be positive for the office 

furniture companies as well. 

  

5.3.3. What does it mean for Office furniture companies 

We now understand how the client is positioned within the new service but what is happening on the 

producer side? In this new model, the client no longer owns the furniture. Asset ownership is 

retained by the office furniture company. In other words, they have control over the life of the 

furniture they are producing. So how is it impacting the office furniture industries? 

 

As of today, office furniture companies look at their industry in a linear way. The furniture is 

produced, sold to the dealers and installed in the client’s offices. What happens beyond this stage is 

usually not part of the companies’ business model. If there are services in place to remove the 

furniture from the client’s premises, this part is either done by an external business or is not 

integrated into the company’s process. Through the development of a new system and process, the 

goal is to propose a holistic approach to office furniture from production to end of life of the 

products. 

Figure 1.5. Current state: Linear business model 

  

The drawing above shows the current stages included in the business model of the office furniture 

industry. After selling the products to the dealers, there is no visibility about the rest of the 

furniture’s life. The idea is to give more control to office furniture companies on the product life 

cycle. It is challenging to predict the workforce, money and time investments required to implement 

a new business model. On the other hand, some advantages can be assured. Rethinking the current 

system to create a circular model would firstly open doors to reused furniture in office renovation 

projects. As a consequence, reusing the furniture leads to new possibilities: extend the lifetime of 

furniture used in the workplace and reduce production. The initiative of transforming current models 

for more circular business models, comes from the observation that furniture is not used up to their 

potential. Office furniture is made to be qualitative and used for many years. Unfortunately, with the 

workplace constantly evolving and an absence of long-term follow up after renovation projects, the 

furniture is replaced even if it did not reach its end of life. 
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 Figure 1.6. Future state: Circular business model 

 

 

The proposed circular business model includes “take-back” as a key component of the process. And 

this process is controlled by the office furniture company. Meaning that once the furniture is 

installed in the client’s workspace, the contact is not interrupted. When the client wants to change 

the furniture, they are sent back to the producer, who is managing the disposal of their furniture 

themselves. At this stage, there are a few options depending on the condition of the products. To 

understand more precisely how the office furniture company will proceed once the furniture is back 

from the client’s offices, three different examples will be used. 

  

The first case concerns furniture in good condition, the products were not used for a long period of 

time and do not need any reparation except for cleaning eventually. This situation is the most 

advantageous and cost-efficient for the producer as the piece of furniture can be directly sent to a 

warehouse or to another client. 

 

The second case is the one demanding the biggest investment. It concerns furniture which is 

outdated or damaged. After a certain time, it could happen that with an intensive use the product 

gets degraded or stained. This situation will demand some work on the product to evaluate if it is 

better to repair and reuse it or recycle. If the furniture the product can be restored and updated, the 

work will consist in replacing pieces; repaint; reupholster; etc. In some cases, particularly with seating 

products, it may be financially viable to refurbish products by replacing worn parts and components 

by new parts. And finally, once the furniture is refurbished, it will be sent to the next client. 

  

The last case is for products which did not pass the evaluation and were considered as not reusable. 

The furniture is disassembled, and then the parts are reused for product refurbishing or properly 

recycled. 

 

Describing the new business model is easier than implementing it. As it requires profound 

organisational and structural changes within the company, it is necessary to examine the risks. The 

38 (42) 
 
 
 



 

 

next part is focussing on identifying the challenges and opportunities that the circular business model 

represents for the office furniture industry. 

 

5.4. Challenges and Opportunities  

5.4.1. The benefits for the client 

Comparing the traditional model and the Circular Office Service developed, the clients and the 

workers, journey through the premises renovations is not drastically changing. Once the client agrees 

for a long-term contract and relationship with the office furniture company, what is mainly changing 

is the payment process. As the clients do not purchase the furniture to own them, they pay for a 

service. The clients and the workers benefit from the new system as they will have a workplace 

adapted to the latest trends and technologies. Workers’ attitude toward the space is not changing, 

they are still free to use it the same way as before. The difference is that their needs are placed at 

the front of the project. Contrary to before, their point of view can be taken into consideration. 

Giving them more opportunities to express their opinions about how they wish to work. By allowing 

their workers to give feedback and adjust the settings and space accordingly, the workplace will 

reflect the workers’ way of working. Companies can better understand their employees, improving 

communication and other management strategies. At the end of each adjustment project, the 

workplace will be updated following the trends or the internal companies changes. The Circular 

Office Service offers flexibility to the client. And, at the same time, guarantees that the client does 

not fail to transition to a digitalised and agile workplace. Each company can evolve at their own pace 

with the support and advice of experts. 

 

Another interesting observation made about the workplace today, is that companies want to be 

unique. Through their workplace, companies want to reflect the culture and brand image of their 

businesses. Therefore, companies looking for personalised solutions which are adapted to their 

process and way of working is an added value. The client will appreciate the possibility to create a 

workplace in adequation with their value while benefiting from the expertise of office furniture 

companies and dealers.  

 

As the Circular Office service offers personal solutions, the model can be adjusted for the client 

depending on their need. This new circular business model developed can be combined with the old 

model. Taking the example of a University, for example, the Circular Office service can be relevant for 

some spaces but not others. To keep the ecosystem wording from Steelcase presented in the theory 

part, the University could choose to have regular updates in the social zones and nomadic zones but 

want fixed resident zones. In this case, a combination of the traditional and new model is interesting. 

Even if the client is not using the Circular Office service in all the spaces, the office furniture company 

still offers the furniture pick-up. It allows to keep control of the product life cycle and to provide the 

client with good service. 

 

5.4.2. The challenges for the office furniture company 

That’s the question at the centre of the inquiry in this part of the research. What would be the 

challenges that office furniture companies would face to implement the new business model Circular 

Office service? The idea developed is easy to describe but much harder to implement as it needs a 

complete restructuring of the business model and a change of the consumer mindset. To answer the 

question, Steelcase experts from different fields were approached to discuss the topic. The 

interviewees shared their opinions from their experience and knowledge about the industry.  
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Daniel Dicks, Global EcoServices Director 

As the director of EcoServices at Steelcase, the interviewee have expertise about the challenges that 

office furniture companies can face when working with a service. According to Daniel Dicks, 

implementing a circular business based on a service is a realistic idea bringing many opportunities for 

the companies launching it. During the conversation, 4 challenges were identified: 2 should be 

overcome before launching and 2 are risks that the office furniture might face once the service is 

existing. First, the financial aspect of the service needs to be figured out. The payment system in 

place should ensure that it is profitable for the office furniture company and advantageous for the 

clients. Secondly, the type of service proposed needs to be flexible and adapted to the client’s profile. 

Some clients would be very interested in the full service for their workplace, some would need a 

combination of the models and some might not be interested at all.  

 

Another challenge is that often the professionals specifying the furniture for the client do not have 

the same concern than CEOs. Therefore, it is important for the experts to involve these professionals 

in the decision-making process to create a workplace adapted. Finally, what the interviewee calls the 

“sticking point” is that “no client wants to be stuck in a long-term deal where they have obligations”, 

meaning that the service should be shaped in a way that the client does not feel stuck and readjust to 

its needs over time. 

 

Ryan Schmidt, Director, New Business Innovation 

Before proposing and launching a new business model like Circular Office Service some obstacles 

need to be overcome. “The biggest issues are the financial laws/governance. In today's world, most 

company capitalizes their furniture and there is an incentive to do so (depreciation lowers tax 

burden). This is something that needs to be solved before the model becomes prevalent. 

Another issue could be the customers’ reluctance for second-hand furniture. “If the furniture is 

redeployed or refurbished, will customers accept that? Especially if that used furniture is supposed to 

help them "update" their space?” This is a challenging situation because it means that for the new 

business model to be successful, the mindset of the client needs to change. Some might refuse to 

have a workplace planned with second-hand and refurbished furniture. The furniture looks new even 

if it was used previously. The challenge relies in showing to the client that the furniture is in excellent 

condition. This situation can be resolved by presenting to the client an overview of the space to 

highlight the quality of the configurations by explaining how the space was planned to support 

creativity and innovation. To create the new space, the furniture chosen is necessary and is part of an 

ecosystem encouraging collaboration, social interaction and productivity. Even if the product itself is 

not new, it is the settings within the workplace which are ensuring that the space is updated and 

adapted to the workers. 

 

Bruce smith, Direction, Global Design, product Design 

The new system introduced is not created only for better recycling purposes and reducing waste, the 

goal behind the resumption of products is to transform deeply organisations and linear models. For a 

smooth operation of a business model based on reuse, the furniture needs to be adapted and 

thought for that purpose. The final goal with the Circular Office Service is to design away problems 

limiting the transition from linear to circular business models. During a conversation with Bruce 

Smith, the Global Design Director at Steelcase, the challenges of creating new ways of consuming 

furniture were broached. The researcher and the interviewee discussed the impact of new models on 
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the design and product development process. Actually, Smith said that in order to look at furniture in 

a new way, “we need to change the way we make furniture, rethink the materials, the construction 

and involve more industries.” He also added that “Even if the concept is not mainstream, customers 

might be ready for it, but are the industries ready?” 
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6. SUMMARY & DISCUSSION 

 

EU reached its overshoot day on the 10th of May 2019. According to a report published by WWF and 

the Global Footprint Network, “if everybody in the world lived like the average EU resident, we 

would have used up nature’s budget for the year by the 10 May and would need 2.8 planets” (EU 

Overshoot Day Report, 2019). Europeans represent 7% of the world’s population but exploit a fifth 

of its biocapacity. We are living beyond nature’s limits, not giving the time to the planet to replenish 

itself over the year. It shows that our habits are not viable and are damaging our natural habitat 

necessary for human survival. The data delivered by WWF and the Global Footprint Network in their 

report is alarming. We must question and transform how we live, consume, produce and travel 

before human life destroys irremediably biodiversity.  

 

Industries need to consider the product life cycle in a holistic approach. Today, office furniture 

companies sell their furniture to clients but do not take into account the end of the products’ life. If 

some companies are implementing measures, for example, manufacture products made from 

recycled materials, it is not a sustainable solution. Communicating about recycled products is more 

part of a marketing strategy to answer customers’ demands, rather than an environmental 

engagement. There is a necessity to deeply transform the office furniture industry on the long-term.  

 

During the research, it was understood that given the fast pace triggered by technologies, companies 

are challenged to keep an attractive workplace where workers want to work and encourages 

collaboration, creativity, therefore, innovation. This situation highlighted an issue on the 

sustainability point of view: as the workplace needs to be frequently updated, how can the life of the 

product be controlled to avoid waste? The proposal developed for the office furniture industry is 

looking at a circular economy to reduce significantly the furniture production. The Circular Office 

Service intent to rethink how companies purchase, use and dispose of their workspace. The aim of 

the circular business model is to use the furniture up to its capacity and provide the companies with 

an updated workplace at the same time. The Circular Office Service is a response to the urgent need 

to change today’s industries and encourage better consumption. But there are also other advantages 

and reasons to think that the business model proposed is in tune with the times. 

 

Nowadays, especially with the rise of technologies, more and more service driven businesses are 

entering the market. Customers are attracted by services that make their life easier. As there are so 

many options and companies to choose from, the quality of the service delivered by a company 

determinant in the customer’s decision-making process. Taking the example of companies like 

Airbnb or Uber, their business is based on a culture of feedback. By providing a good experience to 

their customers, they reach new customers attracted by the quality of the service. Companies 

understand that to keep their customers, they need to guide them through the process, provide an 

efficient and qualitative service with personalised solutions. That’s what the Circular Office Service 

adds to the current model. The client will be in contact with experts who will provide information 

and make the journey easier for the client. And most importantly, adapts to the client's demand by 

creating an offer for their needs. 

 

The second opportunity observed is that today, using reused furniture on the workplace becomes 

possible. Indeed, the trends in the workplace are not about uniformity and identical furniture in all 

the space. The work environment has evolved to become a space where collaborators feel inspired 



and can choose how and where they want to work. This is opening doors to reused furniture. In the 

past, when the workplace was requiring consistency, the challenge was that reused furniture come 

in limited quantities and the products are not identical. But today with the current trends in the 

work environment, workers and companies appreciate diversity. If the desk and task chairs still 

demand some uniformity, looking at the other range of products, diverse styles, colours and 

configurations are encouraged in the offices. This situation is promising and is an opportunity to 

develop more circular models promoting sustainable workplaces as new furniture are not necessary 

to create inspiring spaces for the workers. 

 

Lastly, the new business model proposed is allowing office furniture companies to collect data about 

the users, and how space is used. This is a strong competitive advantage. Thanks to the follow-up 

and adjustments of the spaces through time, observations and learnings can be made. The office 

furniture companies can measure the success of the settings, analyse what worked and what can be 

improved. The workplace experts will be able to have a step ahead by doing constant research about 

the current users, understand them better and create solutions in response to their observations. 

 

The success of a service based on a circular business model relies on the collaboration between 

different fields of expertise. Designers need to rethink the products to adapt them to circular process 

with the help of engineers; finance needs to figure out the payment system to ensure the service is 

profitable for the office furniture companies and advantageous for the client; as well as sales; 

marketing; and other partners. The collaboration between the experts will guarantee that the new 

circular model is well planned for the clients and the office furniture company. In order to 

implement and develop a project of this breadth, leaders need to make it a priority to overcome the 

challenges and investment. If it is hard to guarantee the outcome of the Circular Office Service, 
implementing a circular business model would represent a strong competitive advantage for the first 

company which succeed to start this kind of business model. Thanks to the nature of the new 

business model, the office furniture company implementing the service will build a durable 

relationship and retain their clients for many years due to the integrated nature of the business 

model and the multiple touchpoints with the customer. 

The Circular Office Service is an innovative project aiming to apply the circular economy principles to 

a linear industry. The progress of the project evolved thanks to three main steps. First, the inquiry of 

the office furniture industry.  It was essential to understand the workplace and furniture life cycle, 

and how the stakeholders work together. Secondly, after acquiring deep and broad knowledge about 

the current state of the industry and existing challenges, a new circular business model was designed 

by the researcher. The current model was rebuild in a realistic way taking into consideration all the 

stakeholders important to create workplaces. Finally, the project was translated into holistic 

visualisations, in order to communicate the idea with others. Thanks to a design approach, the 

results and learnings of the research are visualised to be understood by anyone from the office 

furniture industry. Now, the next step will be to test and implement the new business model. 
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