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FEWER DESKS THAN PEOPLE?

In his second article about how emerging technologies are affecting the workplace, Trevor Kelsall explains how taking away workers’ desks can make sense.

The notion of having fewer desks than people in an office started in the 1980s. Back then it was called hotdesking – and it was a disaster. Office workers hated it. Say the word even today and many people have a terrible sinking feeling in their heart.

The idea behind hotdesking isn’t in itself bad. Most offices have space which isn’t used. Workers are off sick, or on holiday, or in a meeting or maybe on the road visiting clients. Wasted space costs money. So it seems logical to try to use the office in a better way. You put a number of desks in it and people use them when – and only when – they need them.

So why did hotdesking fail? Firstly, the technology simply wasn’t there to make it work. In the 80s, the only place where you could use a computer or the telephone was at a desk. People moved, but the technology didn’t.

The second reason was more intangible, but probably in the end more important. People lost something when they lost their desk. Your desk was your space, with family photos, a nice view from the window or whatever. It gave you a feeling that when you came to work you had a new little ‘home’.

Now hotdesking is making a comeback, but this time it’s different. In fact, it has a new name: ‘hotelling’. Go into the head office in any blue chip company in Britain, the USA or Germany and you’ll see it in action. People are ‘booking’ a desk when they need one (like you book a hotel room). It can always be the same desk if they prefer. But they’re working in lots of other places round the building, too. There’ll certainly be a coffee shop somewhere nearby where you’ll find workers with laptops. There’ll be meeting areas, some formal with tables and chairs, others informal with just sofas. There’ll even be places outside where you can work alone, with a co-worker or in a team.

There are two crucial differences between hotdesking and hotelling. The first is that this time we have the technology, the truly mobile wi-fi technology, that’s necessary. The second is that we now recognise that the world of work is genuinely changing. Office work isn’t just about sitting at a desk. It’s about meeting people, collaborating, chatting, using different spaces for different types of work. But most of all it’s about happy employees who feel a kind of freedom that was never possible before.
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