


Providing fully enclosed and acoustically private spaces for all workers is a dream beyond the budget of most companies — and it

may not even be the best solution.

A 2000 survey by the Cornell University International Workplace Studies Program (IWSP) concluded that no one really liked high-

walled cubicles. When asked to suggest alternatives, though, the respondents tended to split along generational lines. Middle-aged

executives liked their closed offices, feeling they worked more effectively in such an environment, while younger workers favored

“team” spaces shared by several people. “They felt they could learn more from their officemates in this kind of office,” wrote Frank

Becker, who interpreted the results in “Offices That Work: Balancing Cost, Flexibility and Communication.” 

Becker pointed out that younger workers often join a company to work with people and adds, “Having great people around that

you rarely see, and with whom you even more rarely talk, has limited value.”

Alex Redgrave, Vice President and head of consulting at HOK International in London, thinks more freedom and mobility actu-

ally provides greater privacy. “The reality is, one can never know who is on the other side of a wall listening intently with a glass,” he

says. “Open plan, on the other hand, allows you to see and feel who is around you at any time, and you can modify your tone of

voice of the conversation to compensate. It has often been said that the most confidential place to talk is an airport lobby.

“I recently discussed the benefits of open versus enclosed offices with a government defense occupier who was moving to an

open environment. He was excited by the prospect of ‘endless corridors,’ where experts are accessible and connected to the rest

of the practice like never before. Today we need people to interact and share knowledge, so that we can deliver the best results.”

offers a product called Babble, which is intended to protect

the privacy of an office worker’s telephone conversation in

the immediate area where he works. This invention

won the gold medal in the Workplace Technologies

category at NeoCon in 2005. With Babble, the worker

records a few phrases from a script into the central unit.

Small, separated portions of his speech are then broad-

cast while he is on the telephone, creating a low-level,

unintelligible “babble” that prevents those around from

overhearing the conversation. Unlike an environmental

masking noise, Babble can be activated only when need-

ed for confidentiality. 

Workers and designers differ as to which type of office

layout (open or closed) is most productive, but in a world

where fully enclosed office spaces are too expensive for

most companies, acoustical design elements and devices

like Babble are stepping in to answer a boisterous call

for privacy.
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ISOLATION VS. COMMUNICATION

exercise:
1) Explain which office layout (open or closed) you believe to be most productive, and provide three supporting examples.

2) Suggest ways employers might protect their employees’ privacy in an open office plan.

3) Describe the advantages and disadvantages of both open and closed office plans.

4) What challenges do confidentiality issues pose for healthcare facilities, and how are they required to address them?

5) Describe some of the new approaches to protect against breach-of-privacy issues. Do you believe these new ideas 

can help?

contact information:
Name ______________________________________________________  Firm _____________________________________________

Mailing Address ________________________________________________________________________________________________  

E-mail Address _______________________________________________  Phone ____________________________________________

instructions:
Individuals who read this article and complete the series of questions above are eligible to receive continuing education

credit (CEU), as approved by IIDA. Completed exercises should be returned to IIDA via:

mail IIDA Education Department 

c/o PERSPECTIVE CEUs

222 Merchandise Mart Plaza

Suite 13-500

Chicago, IL 60654-1104 USA

fax IIDA Education Department

C/O PERSPECTIVE CEUs

312.467.0779

e-mail ceu@iida.org

There is a $12 NCIDQ registration fee to register and obtain CEU credit.

This course has been approved for 1 hour of continuing education credit (0.1 CEU). Upon returning a completed exer-

cise to IIDA, registration information will be forwarded to you. If you have any questions, contact the IIDA Education

Department at 312.467.1950 or toll-free at 888.799.IIDA.

ceu

ALONE
Adapted as an exercise by Heather Jakusz, IIDA Senior Director of Education and Professional Development

TIME


