
FUTURE OF WORK
FLEXIBLE WAYS OF CREATING AND WORKING



Flexibility and adaptable 
spaces will become 
increasingly important as 
offices adapt to the future 
of work. 

Executive Summary

The way we work has been radically reconceived as 
businesses and organisations respond to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  We have had to adapt to working from home and 
hybrid working arrangements, and change how we use our 
office spaces.
Lotus Doors asks where and how we will work in the future, as new boundaries  
and expectations create wide-reaching changes for the spaces in which we work.

In this paper we look at the emerging trends in response to these changes  
and gain insights from leading architects and interior designers.



Introduction
Our cities were transformed in 2020 as the impact of the  
COVID-19 pandemic drove office workers to work from 
home, leaving office blocks empty and our city streets silent. 
The pandemic ignited a radical shift in the way we work and 
the sudden shift saw us adopting remote working, video-
conferencing and new collaborative technologies overnight.
In 2021, as workers return to their offices the questions of where and how 
we work are being examined closely by large and small organisations 
The way that we work has been turned on its head with new boundaries 
and expectations create wide-reaching implications for the nature 
of our work as well as the physical spaces in which we work.



HOW HAS WORK CHANGED  
SINCE THE COVID PANDEMIC?

The pandemic has forced many of us to reimagine the 
purpose and meaning of work, as working from home 
brought the office into our living rooms. As Dr Kate Hartigan, 
Head of Marketing and Customer Solutions at Lotus Doors, 
observes “The pandemic has created an experiment like no 
other to challenge our ways of working.” 
For lots of people there have been considerable benefits, with increased 
flexibility and the opportunity to reclaim family time. Commuters have 
gained extra hours back in their week, and many will only return to a 
hybrid model of work with a mix of days at home and in the office.

New working from home arrangements have also had a downside. PwC staff report 
that the ‘costs of coordination’ are mounting, driving ‘meeting fatigue’ and longer 
days. The differences in home environments have created unforeseen inequities, 
and people are struggling to find time to make real connections and collaborate. 
PwC team members report that they feel the implicit pressure to be ‘always on’ with 
blurred boundaries between work and home-life eroding their mental health.1

Recent Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data shows that participation 
in part-time work has increased, while there has also been a decline in full-
time work.2  The ABS reports that the finance, insurance and real estate 
services (FIRE) sector grew by 10 per cent in August 2020, and traditionally 
these sectors drive occupancy of office buildings in Melbourne’s central 
business district. However, the administrative sector and public administration 
sectors have declined by a tenth, which will be of concern to landlords.3 

Reduced numbers of office workers in cities have a flow-on effect for those workers 
who support office workers – the cleaners, café staff, retail and transport workers. 
Many other workers do not have the option to be flexible in where and how they 
work, such as workers in the health, transport, hospitality and construction sectors. 

“ The pandemic has created an 
experiment like no other to 
challenge our ways of working.” 
-   DR KATE HARTIGAN
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For many office workers 
there will be no going back 
to the old way of working. 
PwC has found that people love 
the flexibility of working remotely, 
and they want this to become 
normal, rather than the exception. 
PwC found that 75% of their team would prefer to do administrative 
tasks remotely and 67% would prefer to do individual tasks at home.4 
In December 2020 Roy Morgan found that 41% of Melbourne’s 
corporate workforce were reluctant to return to the office.5 

What does this mean for city offices? Empty office spaces, new expectations around 
social distancing and a new understanding about how we can work have forced us 
to reimagine office spaces. “Right now, because of isolation measures, employers 
around the country have thousands of square metres of expensive fit out lying 
fallow. Yet for many, their businesses continue to operate at reasonable productivity 
levels through WFH arrangements” observes Robbie Robertson from Deloitte.6 

Working from home has given many workers the opportunity for deep focus, but 
they have lost the spark gained from water-cooler discussions and the opportunity 
for collaboration and problem-solving.7 New hybrid models of working are driving a 
re-evaluation of what we need in an office. “Humans excel in navigating uncertainty 
and complexity, and we do it especially well when we come together to collaborate” 
observes Robbie Robertson. He adds “More than ever, the physical workplace will 
be about essentially human activities: collaborating, connecting, social interactions, 
creative collisions, innovating, exploring and learning – supported and augmented 
by digital technologies.”8 This observation is supported by Roy Morgan findings 
that key motives for corporate workers returning to the office in Melbourne are 
getting back into routine (74%), collaboration (72%) and socialising (69%).9 
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DO ADMINISTRATIVE 

TASKS REMOTELY

WOULD PREFER TO 
DO INDIVIDUAL TASKS 

REMOTELY

ARE RELUCTANT 
TO RETURN TO THE 

OFFICE
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67%

41%

KEY MOTIVATIONS TO RETURN TO THE OFFICE

GETTING BACK INTO ROUTINE 74%

COLLABORATION 72%

SOCIALISING 69%
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ACOUSTIC SLIDING DOOR AT LOTUS DOORS HEAD OFFICE. ODC DESIGN
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IS THERE GOING TO BE A SHIFT IN THE 
WAY PEOPLE WORK? 

PwC’s Future of Work Jam, in which they surveyed over 2,700 PwC employees 
and crowd-sourced ideas, gives an insight into how the future of work might 
look. They found that most people want a ‘Community Centre’ model in which 
work is mainly performed remotely, with office space available for specific 
purposes. In this model, the office is there for people-related activities such 
as collaboration, connection with colleagues and clients, and events. This 
will mean that the office space will look very different. It will be smaller, with 
fewer workstations and more rooms for meetings and collaboration.10 

As a consequence of office workers’ working from 
home experiences in 2020 the focus for office spaces 
has shifted to enabling collaboration and a sense of 
connection and community, to support employees’ 
wellbeing. PwC’s Future of Work found “In this new 
world, people are struggling to find time to connect 
with clients and colleagues, build ties and collaborate. 
For example, only 36% of survey respondents 
highly rated their ability to maintain connections 
in the workplace. And just 30% were confident in 
their capacity to nurture their relationships with 
clients.”11 Employees are looking for connection 
with colleagues and opportunities for spontaneous 
exchanges of ideas - a factor that can influence our 
sense of belonging and emotional wellbeing.12

Laurie Aznavoorian, Leader Strategy and Research 
at architecture firm Bates Smart, observes that the 
pandemic has made it clear what people like about 
the office: they enjoy the social interaction and 
ability to connect with teammates; and what they 
don’t like is the distraction. What is generally not 
as apparent, but increasingly important for us to 
consider, is an awareness of the role physical space 
plays in shaping employee’s sense of professional 
identity. She argues the workplace helps us connect 
to company culture and our sense of self, and in the 
wake of COVID the workplace becomes a vehicle to 
communicate individual and organisational purpose 
and meaning. What this means is that we will see a 
skew towards spaces that are about togetherness, 
with more opportunities to use commercial office 
space to support community and social causes.
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WHAT WILL OUR FUTURE  
WORKPLACES LOOK LIKE? 
Dr Kate Hartigan, from Lotus Door, says “We are seeing an 
increasing demand for flexible and multi-use spaces. Collaborative 
ways of working and connection in the workplace are the driving 
force behind this trend. Rising demand for workspace flexibility 
means we are seeing companies redesign their office space to 
encourage staff to the office and to adapt to the new hybrid ways  
of working.” 
George Panacheril, Group Executive – Strategy at commercial fit-out company SHAPE, says 
that the role of the office will keep evolving. He notes that working from home was on the 
radar before COVID-19, but that the pandemic has created a forced experiment in remote 
working that has fundamentally changed employee expectations. The question of to what 
extent we work from home, or how hybrid scenarios will be configured, will be tailored to 
each organisation. Laurie Aznavoorian, at Bates Smart, supports this view and observes that 
we need to continually hypothesise and test how our work spaces might change. Ultimately, 
she says that “the answer is tied in to an organisation’s DNA and leadership style.” 

Dr Kate Hartigan concurs “Office design is often connected to the brand, values and 
vision of a company. Ways of working are culture specific and I foresee that companies 
will adapt the new hybrid ways of working to suit their organisation and its staff.”
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The challenge for architects will be taking a deep 
dive in to how a company works, and how they 
want to work in the future. If businesses reduce 
their floor space, they need every inch to serve 
a purpose, and the focus for designers needs 
to be on the performance of the office space.13 
Office designers will need to consider more than 
the office layout in reimagining the new office. 
Common areas, access, social distancing solutions 
and healthy building strategies will also be 
important factors for office spaces in the future.14 

Architects and designers will need to understand 
how a team works: who is in the office, who is 
working from home? They need to create functional 
collaborative spaces, with the technology to make 
those at home feel included and connected. Part 
of the challenge will be creating spaces which can 
evolve as we respond and adapt to new ways of 
working. This will underpin a rising demand for 
workspace flexibility. As Dr Kate Hartigan from 
Lotus Doors observes “The challenge for us and 
the companies and architects we work with is to 
really understand how the company wants to use 
the space so we can collaborate to create a suitable 
adaptable space where their team can thrive.”

“ The challenge for us 
and the companies and 
architects we work with 
is to really understand 
how the company 
wants to use the space 
so we can collaborate 
to create a suitable 
adaptable space where 
their team can thrive.”
-   DR KATE HARTIGAN
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THE WATERING HOLE

THE CAMPFIRE

THE CAVE

Dr Kate Hartigan points to David Thornberg’s model of three 
Archetypal Spaces for learning which can be applied to our working 
environments and ways of working. These are the Campfire 
(gathering spaces to learn), the Watering Hole (informal collaboration 
spaces to share information and brainstorm), and the Cave (private 
spaces where people can think, reflect in quiet space).15

Peter Craig, Managing Director at ODC Design, predicts that we 
will see more collaborative spaces and a reduced number of 
workstations. Configurations such as campfire lounges, which 
are designed to facilitate discussion, and town hall areas, instead 
of meeting rooms, will offer more open space and a greater 
opportunity to collaborate. Solutions such as operable walls which 
can transform spaces from collaboration spaces to open plan will 
enable flexibility and address the need to make the most of smaller 
office area. Other solutions such as moveable pods – mini meeting 
rooms on wheels - can offer flexibility and privacy when needed.16 

A hybrid model, which sees knowledge workers engaging in 
quiet or focussed work at home and collaborative work at the 
office, will drive a reduction in the office footprint for many 
organisations, says George Panacheril. He predicts that the 
office will become more of a destination – where employers 
create a ‘wow’ factor, and office design will offer a variety 
of experiences that support different ways of working.

As the hard boundary 
around work becomes 
more flexible, people will 
no longer come into the 
office because they have to, 
but because they want to, 
says George Panacheril. 
“They will come in with specific objectives and office spaces will 
reflect this, by allowing people to move between a variety of 
spaces that support the achievement of these outcomes.” George 
predicts that we will see a shift to approximately 60% of the office 
dedicated to collaborative and communal spaces, and 40% for 
focussed work - a flip from previous office space designs.
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN  
FOR OFFICE SPACES? 

Peter Craig reports that businesses are looking for 
shorter leases of two to three years, instead of more 
typical five to seven year leases. Landlords will need 
to provide more incentives for businesses, he says. 
The implication for office fit-out, with shorter-term 
leases, is that businesses are looking for ‘pack-up-
and-go’ fit-outs, which are often cheaper and have 
reduced quality. 

Pressure on landlords is supported by data from the Property Council of 
Australia which reports that central business districts across Australia 
have not returned to pre-COVID occupancy levels. In the Property 
Council of Australia’s monthly survey of building owners and managers, 
taken prior to the impact of the June 2021 lockdown, Melbourne CBD 
remained at 45 per cent of pre-COVID occupancy levels. Other capital 
cities are faring better, with Sydney building owners and managers 
reporting a rise to 68% of pre-COVID level occupancy. In Adelaide 
reported CBD occupancy was 78% (against pre-COVID levels) and 
Hobart and Darwin have returned to a healthy 93% occupancy.17

Responding to new expectations about how the office is configured 
adds to pressure on landlords, who are seeing greater demand for pre-
fitted offices.18 Vanessa Serruto, Senior Interior Designer at Studio 
103, has seen increased demand for fully-fitted out office suites. She 
acknowledges that for landlords this will mean adapting their current 
offer, or re-fitting exisiting offices, to meet new expectations. 

Businesses are looking 
for adaptable spaces, and 
facilities that will entice 
workers back to the office 
while addressing hygiene and 
air quality considerations. 
Vanessa reports that the post-COVID office is not a one-size fits all option, 
as different sectors and industries have different requirements. For example, 
the creative sector and scientific research workplaces are looking for 
collaborative spaces where workers can share ideas and interact, while law 
firms still need smaller offices for individuals so that client privacy can be 
maintained. What is clear is that businesses are looking for greater flexibility 
in their leasing arrangements, as a buffer against economic uncertainty.19
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An important consideration in flexible office fit-out, and how we adapt to a variety 
of zones in the the workplace, is acoustic performance. Good acoustic performance 
is increasingly important for many reasons. People thrive in optimal soundscapes - 
experiencing tranquillity and calm at home, clarity and collaboration in educational 
environments, focus and concentration at work. Operable walls provide important 
flexible solutions and the capacity to create spaces that meet new workplace needs.

Lotus Doors recently worked on a project for SEEK, in partnership with Hassell. “This 
called for a campus style design that was flexible and catered for the value they place 
on their people, networking and the adaptability of space” reports Dr Kate Hartigan 
from Lotus Doors. “Designed to bring people together to collaborate and do their best 
work into the future, the space features a range of Operable walls that can open and 
close in multiple configurations to encourage and challenge ways of working.”

Laurie Aznavoorian says that it is too soon to make predictions about how our offices will 
look. As we grapple with the implications of the pandemic, the best route forward is to micro-
experiment with new workplace ideas and gauge reaction. It will be an iterative process, 
employers and employees must collaborate, trial and adjust. George Panacheril concurs and 
notes that employers are trying to find equilibrium. This has not stopped or slowed office 
fit-outs, but it has influenced a focus on flexibility and adaptable spaces for collaboration.

As we look towards the future of work, and what hybrid working, 
working from home, and ‘going to the office’ will mean for all of 
us, flexibility has become a catchcry. For employers this means 
rethinking working arrangements and for many employees this 
means real gains in time for family, exercise and home life. For our 
workplaces flexibility has become an essential feature that is set 
to become critical to how we accommodate a new way of thinking, 
creating and working.

11  |  Lotus Doors



ENDNOTES
1. Frederik Anseel, ‘6 important ways COVID-19 has changed the workplace for good’ in 

Business Think, UNSW Business School, 13 August 2021.  Available at https://www.
businessthink.unsw.edu.au/articles/6-key-ways-covid-19-changing-workplace.  

2. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Australia.  Available 
at https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-
unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release.

3. Professor Piyush Tiwari and Dr Jyoti Shukla, ‘The future of offices in post-COVID 
Melbourne’ in Pursuit, University of Melbourne available at https://pursuit.
unimelb.edu.au/articles/the-future-of-offices-in-post-covid-melbourne.

4. PwC, The Future of Work: Thinking beyond: How the pandemic is 
rewiring a new world of work, 2021,  pwc.com.au/futureofwork.

5. Roy Morgan, City of Melbourne: Return of Corporate Workforce, 
December 2020.  Available at https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/
SiteCollectionDocuments/roy-morgan-report-return-to-the-workplace.pdf

6. Robertson, Robbie, ‘COVID-19 changing the future of workplace’, Deloitte, 
posted 18 May 2021.  Available at https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/blog/
consulting-blog/2020/covid-19-changing-future-workplace.html.

7. Nick Jumara, “The workplace strategists’ guide to responding 
to change”, Indesign.sg, available at https://www.indesignlive.
sg/insight/workplace-strategy-responds-change.

8. Robertson, Robbie, ‘COVID-19 changing the future of workplace’, Deloitte, 
posted 18 May 2021.  Available at https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/blog/
consulting-blog/2020/covid-19-changing-future-workplace.html.

9. Roy Morgan, City of Melbourne: Return of Corporate Workforce, 
December 2020.  Available at https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/
SiteCollectionDocuments/roy-morgan-report-return-to-the-workplace.pdf

10. PwC, The Future of Work: Thinking beyond: How the pandemic is 
rewiring a new world of work, 2021,  pwc.com.au/futureofwork.

11. PwC, The Future of Work: Thinking beyond: How the pandemic is 
rewiring a new world of work, 2021,  pwc.com.au/futureofwork.

12. PwC, The Future of Work: Thinking beyond: How the pandemic is 
rewiring a new world of work, 2021,  pwc.com.au/futureofwork.

13. Nick Jumara, “The workplace strategists’ guide to responding to change”, Indesign.sg, 
available at https://www.indesignlive.sg/insight/workplace-strategy-responds-chang

14. Professor Piyush Tiwari and Dr Jyoti Shukla, ‘The future of offices in post-COVID 
Melbourne’ in Pursuit, University of Melbourne available at https://pursuit.
unimelb.edu.au/articles/the-future-of-offices-in-post-covid-melbourne.

15. Thornburg, David, (2014). From the campfire to the holodeck : 
creating engaging and powerful 21st century learning environments. 
2014 San Francisco, CA :Jossey-Bass, Chicago.

16. Build Australia, ‘Flexible space trend fuels innovative solutions’, 
Build Australia, Volume 7, Issue 26 April 2021.

17. Property Council of Australia, CBD occupancy data reveals reactivation 
challenge, June 2021.  Available at https://www.propertycouncil.com.au/
web/news/articles/news_listing/web/content/media_release/national/2021/
cbd_occupancy_data_reveals_reactivation_challenge.aspx 

18. Needham, Jack, Demand for pre-fitted offices on the rise during 
COVID-19 crisis, Commercial Real Estate, 12 August 2020.  Available 
at https://www.commercialrealestate.com.au/news/demand-
for-pre-fitted-offices-rises-during-covid-19-977129/

19. Jones Lang La Salle, Why tenants are weighing up their office options, 1 
April 2021.  Available at https://www.jll.com.au/en/trends-and-insights/
workplace/why-tenants-are-weighing-up-their-office-options

INTERVIEWS
Laurie Aznavoorian, Leader Strategy 
and Research, Bates Smart

Peter Craig, Managing 
Director, ODC Design

Dr Kate Hartigan, Head of Marketing 
and Customer Solutions, Lotus Doors

George Panacheril, Group 
Executive – Strategy, Shape

Vanessa Serruto, Senior Interior 
Designer, Studio 103

ADDITIONAL  
REFERENCES
BBC, Coronavirus: How the world of work may 
change forever.  Available at https://www.bbc.
com/worklife/article/20201023-coronavirus-how-
will-the-pandemic-change-the-way-we-work.

Master Builders Australia, Victorian building 
and construction industry forecasts – Decem-
ber 2020, 20 January 2021.  Available at https://
www.mbav.com.au/news-information/news/
economyfinance/victorian-building-and-con-
struction-industry-forecasts-%E2%80%93.

McKinsey Global Institute, The Future of Work after 
COVID-19, 18 February 2021.  Available at https://
www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-
of-work/the-future-of-work-after-covid-19.

David Morel, How Has The Pandemic Re-Shaped 
The Future Of Our Workplaces?, in Forbes, 11 
March 2021.  Available at www.forbes.com

CBRE, ‘Australia Viewpoint - Melbourne of-
fice heightened incentives to hold until 2022, 
May 2021.’ Available at https://www.cbre.
com.au/research-reports/Australia-View-
point---Melbourne-office-heightened-in-
centives-to-hold-until-2022-May-2021

Future of Work   |  12


