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City / Building / Desk

What might the future of work look like and how could this reshape our cities?

Without transit, LA's poly-nucleated form relies
on freeways and cars; Traffic congestion and
smog denigrate Southern California's quality of
life, and the public clamors for alternatives while

seeking to protect suburban idylls from
increased density. Metro opens 22 years after the
streetcar system closes. Its wheel-and-spoke
service pattern increases access to the former
CBD while creating transit oriented development

opportunities near ot.}tlying stations®
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Economic Recovery Tax
Act is enacted -
encourages construction
by allowing developers
to deduct taxes from 25%
of the value of their
project
1

The telephone is now subsumed

into telecommunications, data

management and transmission
+ devices. The drive to unplug

Hav{ng completed One
California Plaza, Two
California Plaza opened with
only 30% leased space, at a
time when the downtown
vacancy rate hovered around
25%-among the nation's
highest. Given the lack of
demand for downtown office
space, construction of new
office buildings in the area
1983 would come to a halt. The
One California Plaza  construction hiatus would
persist for a decade. Built as
speculative office space, the
generic, open floor plate is
as flexible and
accommodating as office
space architecture can be

1980s

All the large
department stores
of downtown LA
along Broadway
are closed

New modes of communication
and rapid transportation
services support 24-hour

global markets where
knowledge spreads quickly,
capital circulates rapidly,
and relationships span security
great distances

Through digital
technologies, firms
colonize the domestic and
public realms as new

1980s

New financing vehicles
are developed, which
allow backing from a

wider array of sources —
including the newly
developed commercial

-backed-mortgage-

- 985
The LA Times reports that
75% of downtown LA's
major properties are foreign
owned investments - a large
proportion backed by
Japanese investors
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1987
Moss vs. US Tax Court
establishes the ability for
commercial tenant
improvements to be
expensed as necessary
operating cost repairs
rather than capital
expenditures, and are thus
exempt from prohibitive
taxation levels

1980s

I b

David Harvey's “the
regime of flexible
accumulation”
begins — more readily
and widely available
capital pools and
accumulates itself in
the form of
speculative real
estate

Ad for Radio Shack
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New technologies increase the

workspaces, and lengthen
the workday beyond its
traditional 9 to 5 bounds

L1, efficiencies of communication
g ‘ and transportation, and make
1 9 8 0 S ..... = instant interaction in distant
places possible. These |
LA City institutes an Artist in technologies also produce the
Residence program - encourages == expectations of 24-hour
some initial live-work reuse in -9 commerce, on-call access to
the downtown area on a small, y employees, and mobile
experimental scale -~ productivity *
T

through cloud computing, Sl 1981 .
wireless communication, and \ Honeywell. 'What the Heck is Electronic Mail?' ad
contactless energy—not the Long the iconic office appliance, the telephone is now

~ more flexible raceways subsumed into telecommunications, data management and
advertised here—ultimately transmission devices. Desks and offices become temporarily
expands firms' spatial and cluttered with digital age appliances and infrastructure as
temporal reach over workers and workers are increasingly disciplined through office
flexibility in managing them® technologies® ;

) . I

1989
Regus hotel offices
are founded in
) Brussels - seeks to
: fill the niche for
. the mobile worker
| f

WHAT WE DID

We conducted a three-year research project with the
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) think-tank
cityLAB to investigate the future of office work, and its
impact on the urban environment, using Los Angeles as
a case study. At the onset of our research, we asked:

Is the generic office building still relevant? Does Rem
Koolhaas's 1993 “Typical Plan” still apply to today’s world
of work? If not, what is the future of this building type?
And, because these buildings take up so much of the
real estate in our cities, what would the urban impact
be if their DNA were to change?

To investigate these questions, our multiyear project
explored the nature of “work” and the spaces it inhabits
through three sequential processes: Research, Formulation,
and Design.
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We researched the history and trajectory of office
buildings and forms of 21st-century work to both
challenge well-established narratives about urban
centers and propose new ways to think about time,
location, and the organization of work. Our research
included published third-party studies, roundtable
discussions with urban planning and workplace experts,
and the development of models that proposed new

strategies for office design as it relates to urban planning.

The outcomes highlight emerging ecologies and
economies of work in Los Angeles with the power to
transform how we address challenges presented by the
central business district, urban land use, office buildings,
desk configurations, and the spaces of everyday life on

a broader scale.

L 1985

THE CONTEXT

The notion of work has been historically structured
around three distinct scales: the desk, the building,
and the city. At the desk scale, work life has undergone
a process of perpetual change due to innovations

in technology, efficiency, and communication that
continually challenge the way we consider and define
a work “environment.” At the scale of buildings and
cities, new patterns of work are allowing—or in many

cases, forcing—workers’ lives to be entirely restructured.

However, with instantaneous forms of communication
and rapid flows of information, the physical dimensions
that have historically bound each worker—the cubicle,
building floor plate, or city district, for example—have
become increasingly difficult to characterize.

DIGITAL AGE
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The old binary oppositions of home and office, public
and private, downtown and suburb, interior architecture
and building design, now fail to describe the current
world of work. The distinctions of the desk, the building,
and the city—as they pertain to work—are inadequate.
Los Angeles proves an excellent case study here, as the
oldest post-war American city, and as such the model
for many American cities. Like most American cities,
Los Angeles’ urban core was historically a place for
industry, commerce, and work. When urban sprawl
pushed the city boundaries outward and established
many suburbs in the mid-20th century, Downtown

Los Angeles retreated, losing much of its population,
businesses, and vibrancy. Today, Downtown Los Angeles
is experiencing a renaissance as a district that is rooted
in work. How it continues to support businesses, workers,
and visitors will be key to its resilience.



THE RESULTS: YEAR ONE

Our first year of research explored the history of
Downtown Los Angeles within a broader genealogy of
city planning, office building design, and technology.
The re-emergence of Downtown Los Angeles challenges
the definition of urban centers elsewhere; it serves as
one potential location for work in the city among many.
Technology has allowed modern knowledge workers

to be more mobile, allowing the office and its typical
interior to encroach on the airport, café, public park,
plaza, automobile, and most notably, the home.

Our findings from year one charted the evolution of
work activity in Los Angeles by rethinking the concept
of a central business district in scalar, material terms:
“city,” “building,” and “desk.” They are outlined in the first
publication in our series, The Future of Office Work, Vol. 1:
How We Got Here.
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WHAT THIS MEANS

Given Los Angeles’ decentralized nature, it serves as an
excellent case study for work that permeates beyond the
downtown setting. The history of Downtown Los Angeles
is a narrative of perpetual revisionism. It has been able to
morph in ways more consistent with 21st-century forms
of work, and as such is a lesson for other cities with
similar struggles. As we chart this evolution, the existing
scales of work are becoming less distinct, overlapping
and intermingling instead.
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THE RESULTS: YEARTWO

Our second year of research focused on the conceptual
and physical gaps within office design. How might
traditional places for work be re-formulated? How might
new professional alliances be forged to improve how we
work, whether between urban planning and industrial
design, or mobile technology and architecture? We
investigated these questions via a series of roundtable
discussions and panel presentations, during which
leading academics and professionals proposed sites

in Los Angeles that are most ripe for rethinking.

We organized the content from these discussions into

a four-part publication, -Less: Re-wiring Work, the second
volume of The Future of Office Work series. In this
volume, we explore moving design and professional
boundaries beyond the confines of the desk, building,
and city to ultimately render work and the contemporary
worker location-less.

WHAT THIS MEANS

Technology and the mobile worker are dissolving the
traditional definitions of the workplace. The modern
knowledge worker requires both mobility and some
version of a home base, presenting challenges to consider
for architectural and urban design applications. This
dynamic workforce challenges the way we think about
office design and office culture. Via this phase of work,

we seek to raise the question: What would “location-less”

work mean for the design and material form of a 21st-
century downtown?

THE RESULTS: YEARTHREE

The conclusion of our three-year research collaboration
offered paradigmatic future scenarios that re-conceptualize
and critique the existing structures, locations, and
boundaries of work within Los Angeles. We engaged
industry and academic leaders from a multitude of fields,
from real estate to mobility design, along with a group
of graduate urban planning and architecture students

at UCLA. Through a series of cityLAB and Gensler-

led workshops, they collectively developed, designed,
and tested new ideas. We then curated the three-year
compilation of work—including books, pamphlets,
posters, and videos—into a weeklong exhibition at

the Architecture + Design Museum in Downtown Los
Angeles. This event drew together LA city planners,
architects, developers, and academics, and spurred new
conversations about the potential futures of Los Angeles.

WHAT THIS MEANS

The city must reposition itself to accommodate and
perpetuate the emerging ecologies of the workplace.

The physical workplace holds a significant stake in the
real estate market; it is imperative not only to be aware
of the increasingly rapid change in the specific ways
work is done, but also to harness the opportunity for
change in the city as a whole—whether that is something
as simple as adding electrical outlets by public benches,
or as complex as rethinking transportation infrastructure.

WHAT’S NEXT

The collaboration with UCLA's
cityLAB allowed the gap between
academia and practice to dissolve
by tapping into minds in design
and related industries, and by
providing a tangible context for
academic theory. The process
synthesized history and critical
analysis with the realities of
practice, such as building and city
codes, legislation, and finance,
adding another dimension of
inquiry outside the boundaries of
pragmatism, while simultaneously
providing a foundation for more
informed speculation. We continue
to work with the City of Los
Angeles to blur the boundaries
between academia and practice,
between space and the city.




Future of Work Exhibit, A+D Architecture and Design Museum, Los Angeles, CA
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About Gensler

As architects, designers, planners, and consultants, we partner with our
clients on some 3,000 projects every year. These projects can be as small
as a wine label or as large as a new urban district. With more than 5,000
professionals networked across 46 locations, we serve our clients as
trusted advisors, combining localized expertise with global perspective
wherever new opportunities arise. Our work reflects an enduring
commitment to sustainability and the belief that design is one of the most
powerful strategic tools for securing lasting competitive advantage.

Gensler’s Research Program supports research investigations important
to our firm, our clients, and to the ongoing learning and development
of Gensler professionals. Research projects are practitioner-led with
involvement across the globe. Our teams bring thought leadership to
the table as we seek to solve our clients’ and the world’s most pressing
challenges by creating high-performance solutions that embrace the
business and world context in which we work, enhance the human
experience, and deliver game-changing innovation.
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