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Abstract

The design of workplaces that are both quantitatively and
qualitatively aimed at creating the right work environment is
a topic of extreme interest, at various levels. Starting from the
indications of the International Labor Organization (ILO, 2022),
it is essential to preserve, or establish, models that encourage
a healthy lifestyle, in safe, and enhancing environments.

Elements such as perception of space, cognitive psychol-
ogy, semiotics, and anthropology, become essential drivers to
design contemporary workplaces: our society is constantly
changing and, consequently, so are the spaces that define
and characterize it.

Due to the radical change that are modifying the idea of
work, a great transformation is being witnessed: time as-
sumes a preponderant role in the definition of working en-
vironments, which must be constructed considering this
dimension, that goes alongside the spatial one, in turn rede-
fining the very concept of work.

In light of these introductory considerations, the contri-
bution proposes the examination of different case studies
that highlight the evolution of workspaces and environments
and the best practices in the present, to create projects con-
sistent with the new needs of workers, companies and, more
generally, of society.

An approach based on a mix of of Co-Design (Sanders and
Stappers, 2008) and Design for the Common Good (Dorst et
al, 2016) can thus be effective to introduce the principles of
inclusivity and care. Co-Design makes it possible to actively
involve all stakeholders, such as companies and workers, by
aligning their ideas towards a common goal, with the aim of
defining some of the criteria that will affect future project de-
velopments. The Design for the Common Good (DftCG), born
as an evolution of Design for All and based on the concept of
the common good (Hussain, 2018), becomes fundamental to
design in favor of communities, spaces and places. The con-
tribution concludes, therefore, with the proposal of a vision,
derived from a collaborative project actually carried out with
an Italian company, that highlights the role of Design as a facil-

itator of complex realities and activator of innovative process-
es capable of triggering social and behavioral transformations.
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Introduction

Inrecent years, there has been a growth in awareness about the
possible impact on health caused by the working environment
(Jensen and Van der Voordt, 2020) and it has become even
more of a concern during the Covid-19 pandemic (Cirrincione
et al, 2020). A workplace is a complex composition of many
different and sometimes conflicting elements (Colenberg &
Jylha, 2021), therefore, the creation of healthy working environ-
ments requires a broad view of potential health risks and drivers
for people. Generally, buildings are designed primarily for tradi-
tional working practices adopting patterns that tend to be re-
peated across multiple sectors and office typologies (Szarejko
and Trocka-Leszczynska, 2007). However, they have undergone
gradual change as work models have evolved towards flexible
and agile practices. An integrated workplace strategy that takes
into account people’s requirements and needs is relevant to the
success of the project (Appel-Meulenbroek, 2016). In a study
conducted by Nanayakkara et al. (2021), the authors identify a
relationship between organizational culture and office layout,
suggesting that different layouts support different cultural di-
mensions; they state that one of the main reasons for changing
the existing layout is to shift one's own culture or to further con-
solidate the existing. Thus, office spaces should be designed to
exploit the physical environment and to add maximum value to
the employer’s objectives, allowing them to choose the degree
of interaction that is desired. The design of workspaces that are
suitable for the constantly transforming needs of workers and
companies is a complex activity that involves various actors
and that must necessarily understand the designed space as a
means to enhance the common and shared good, which must
be taken care of and, at the same time, must foster inclusion
and accessibility.
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The aim of the contribution is to present a vision for the
design of corporate workspaces, based on the disciplines of
Co-Design and DftCG, and derived from activities carried out
in collaboration with an Italian company.

The soft desigh elements for workspaces:

a case history

Considering the literature analyzed, it can be affirmed that
if, on the one hand, the norms and quantitative values to be
followed for the design of suitable and well-being-oriented
places are rooted in the design culture, on the other hand,
it becomes fundamental to take into consideration a range
of qualitative factors that are equally necessary to achieve
these goals.

Being physical spaces, an extremely relevant element is
the sensorial perception one has of them: it is through the
senses that human beings relate to the lived environment
(Permana et al,, 2020). These are stimulated through the spa-
tial design of such elements as spatial partitions and transi-
tions, furniture, lighting sources, sound insulation, materials,
accessories and space-related technologies (Ching and Bing-
geli, 2018).

A further remarkable factor is the psychological cogni-
tion that the designed components provoke in the individuals
living the workspaces. These places must be able to provide
information on their use, and to give feedback on the actions
performed within them (Ching and Binggeli, 2018); to empha-
size the correct relationships between their constituent ele-
ments and those with human beings (Zhang and Ham, 2021).
Places are connected to the identity value that is perceived
and shared: sighs and meanings establish a relationship be-
tween the occupants and the space (Brill et al, 2001). It is
fundamental to consider what values should be communi-
cated and how they can be perceived and understood during
the design process.

Google's offices in Zurich are an excellent example as
they are designed to welcome the employee in a peaceful
environment, exploiting a playful configuration of the rooms
and the activities to be carried out within them. One of the
design principles is to move away from the mental construct
of the standard office to transform the space in a debunking
logic. Google was one of the first companies to support a hy-
brid approach to the organization of work (in the office and
smart-working), to invite its employees to dedicate part of
their time to personal activities, and to validate their work on
the basis of the achieved objectives and not on time-based
logics. This radical perspective has been one of the most in-
fluential drivers for the design of its workplaces.

If the workplace is the bearer of identity and intangible val-
ues (of the company of reference), so are the people who live
and experience it, each with their own subjective, social and
cultural differences. By applying an anthropological perspec-
tive, which contextually analyzes the attitudes and behavior
of individuals, it is possible to understand work motivation,
considering the personal cultural system and the set of col-
lective values within which work activity takes place (Creary,
2020). Therefore, it is fundamental the contact points be-
tween both spheres: anthropological studies (Chang et al,
2021) highlight how social fabrics are constantly changing,
analyzing various trends on different time intervals (secular
trends, major trends, medium trends, minor trends). In this
perspective, the Covid-19 pandemic has, on the one hand,

opened up a reflection on the actual value of workspaces and
on the possibility of alternating moments of physical meet-
ing with others of exclusively digital connection; on the oth-
er hand, it has had a strong impact on the management of
worktime.

A significant example is the Microsoft headquarters in Mi-
lan, which has a strong cultural value in the neighborhood in
which it is located, through the promotion of aggregation and
divulgative initiatives. The building connotes itself as a hybrid
place, combining different functions, from work to entertain-
ment and dissemination: on the ground floor there is a show-
room that should immerse visitors in the corporate context;
onthefirst floor the technological research center is designed
to encourage, also, moments of meeting and networking be-
tween different actors. There are spaces entirely dedicated
to hosting events, while the last two floors are occupied by
employees' offices. The design of this building is guided by
the concept of open space, which has made it possible to
define a place capable of nourishing innovative working and
relational logics, both within its own spaces and in connec-
tion with the urban context. An operation of this kind is ben-
eficial both for the company and its employees, and for the
community. Therefore, it can be understood how a workplace
should be conceived as a complex organism, characterized
by various dimensions and elements, capable of generating
or modifying relations with and between the people who live
it: the concepts of accessibility and inclusivity assume fun-
damental importance to design these environments.

The case studies underline the profound changes taking
place in the working sphere and, in particular, in workplaces:
time and the value given to it are becoming fundamental el-
ements for the definition and construction of spaces that
are suitable for the new needs. The sharing, both of activities
and of the places that enable them, is another essential driver
to design those. Again, the recognition that alterning physi-
cal and digital presence can be an important discriminating
factor for corporate objectives, becomes a binding element
to determine its success, as it is the capacity of the place to
relate with the territory and the community that inhabits it.

Co-design and Design for the Common Good

for workspace

The study of the reference literature and the analysis of
the case studies made it possible to highlight which design
methodologies are best suited to achieve the objectives, and
which approaches and tools are most efficient in directing
the process: this chapter introduces the disciplines of Co-De-
sign and DftCG and how they can positively influence the de-
sign of workspaces.

Sanders and Stappers (2008) define Co-Design as an ac-
tion of collective creativity applied to the entire design pro-
cess, involving people directly in the delivery of products,
services, etc. Its potential is represented, on the one hand, by
the possibility of aligning the ideas and needs of the differ-
ent participants; on the other hand, of being able to exploit
transversal and peculiar competences depending on who is
involved in the activities. One of the changes taking place in
the world of work is the greater propensity of companies to
consider their employees as key resources even in internal
decision-making processes (Lundgaard and Brandt, 2019):
for this reason, workplace design becomes a shared practice
between all the corporate’s actors and the design team cho-




sen to achieve the objectives. The participation and inclusion
of employees in design processes can generate a desire to
care for the space, as well as a positive sense of communi-
ty and sharing, and personal satisfaction (Sanoff, 2011). For a
Co-Design process to be effective, the context and the pur-
pose of the activities must be interpreted correctly and be-
come a source of inspiration to involve participants (Brandt
et al, 2013). The achievement of these goals can be mediat-
ed and facilitated by participatory activities and workshops,
through which a common language can be created, a creative
and exploratory attitude can be fostered, the construction of
future scenarios can be facilitated, and, finally, the roles of the
participants can be defined (Mattelmaki et al,, 2014).

DftCG (Dorst et al. 2016) is a discipline that evolves the
principles of Design for All, Holistic Design and Universal De-
sign, innovating their approach: there is a need for a concrete
commitment to remove barriers, especially cultural ones,
that limit the possibility of action and interaction between
the environment, ecosystems, spaces and humans. In this
sense, the DftCG implements a profound paradigm shift: it
no longer places the human being at the center of design ac-
tivities, but rather the common good, understood as part of
an inclusive model that identifies values, structures and in-
terests, recognised by the members of a community, stim-
ulating and activating new relational forms, which can be
translated into products, systems and ecosystems (Hussain,
2018). The common good is characterized by shared per-
spective, common structures, a privileged class of common
interests, and a solidaristic and communitarian dimension
(Fraser, 2021). Applying the principles of the DftCG allows to
adopt a life-centered perspective, in which the communi-
ties and ecosystems are placed at the center of project ac-
tivities. The concept of the common good suggests another
one strongly related to it, and previously mentioned: that of
care (Pennacchi, 2012). Introducing this principle into design
practice has the aim of proposing a vision at the service of
the environment, the community and relationships: design,
understood as a collective and participatory work, must pay
particular attention to places, communities and local re-
sources. It must, consequently, be combined with the need
for a higher quality of the built environment, which influences
and defines the common good of a group, so that Design can
contribute to spreading and applying the principles of social-
ity, participation, inclusion and accessibility.

Workspace design: the ENEL case study

Below, through the discussion of a case study of a research
study in which the authors took part, a qualitative vision is
proposed for the design of company workspaces, which
draws, mainly, from the Co-Design and DftCG methodologies
and which can become a tool for experimental validation, for
the application, in the area of interest, of the principles of the
above-mentioned disciplines.

The design activities were carried out in close collabora-
tion with some members of the ENEL company, through work-
shops and focus groups: in the initial phases, it was necessary
to build a relationship of trust with the company represent-
atives, through moments of sharing and discussion; subse-
quently, through digital platforms that facilitate multi-person
sharing, the participants were asked to communicate their
vision of the company, specifying what their founding values
were and what their expectations and future objectives were

for it. In this way, after a focus group phase, it was possible to
align perspectives and points of view and thus define a set of
common and shared values, which were interpreted by the re-
searchers to begin outlining the intrinsic characteristics of the
project. A further shared and collaborative activity, carried out
in a similar manner, and aimed at defining which models and
types of relationships, existing or new, were to be stimulated
and facilitated through the work spaces. From the results ob-
tained here, it was possible to investigate and identify other
aspects and characteristics that the designed place should
follow, starting to give it a functional and spatial connotation.
The Co-Design phases were alternated with research and con-
ception phases completely vertically managed by the design-
ers, which were the subject of discussion with the company
and its representatives and the stimulus for conducting fur-
ther focus groups. Designing the workplace must therefore
be a collaborative and shared practice between the various
actors that make up the company system, to allow the collec-
tive values and needs, conveyed by the designed space, to be
aligned with personal and individual aspirations and needs. Fa-
cilitating this process, which must take into account the soft,
value and relational components of the project, through tools
and methods belonging to the discipline of Co-Design, can be
an effective strategy capable of generating wellbeing in those
who inhabit the realized environments.

Directing the design of the workplace according to the
principles of DftCG, necessarily implies not considering it as
a simple space, but, as stated above, as part of a complex or-
ganism, characterized by various dimensions and elements,
which generate and modify relationships with and among
the people who inhabit it. Compared to a traditional design
approach, based on the performance objective of the individ-
ual, the application of DftCG principles to the development
of ENEL's workspaces, allows it to be guided according to a
holistic. This leads to the need to strongly consider the social
component of Design (Manzini, 2015) that offers methods to
design the set of processes that favor community well-being
and care for the common good.

Furthermore, the introduction and application of a DftCG
approach in the project of interest, has made it possible to
change the perception of the workplace as a means of con-
veying the company’s entire value system, to translate it into
tangible and intangible elements that are alighed with the
needs of the individuals that make up its corporate fabric.
Moreover, being part of a system conceived according to the
principles of the common good, unlike a project oriented by
more traditional logics, it must be built to facilitate the es-
tablishment of profitable relations with the territory in which
it is inserted, between the various actors that inhabit it and
with the place itself, and, moreover, for the achievement of a
shared and collective wellbeing (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. The process that, alternating between Co-Design and research phases,
led to the definition of the design vision.
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Unfortunately, some challenges were encountered during the
shared process that to some extent limited the effectiveness
of the operation. Beyond the project's corporate contact
persons, ENEL's team of co-designers was never made up
of the same figures, some of whom were added or replaced
during the course of the project. This undoubtedly created a
loss of focus in some of the participants and also introduced
the second problem highlighted: the difficulty in aligning the
heterogeneous figures involved in the project process, who
represented different company departments, and the conse-
quent obstacle in building smooth and effective interdepart-
mental relations, which was one of the objectives set for the
project (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. The actors involved in the co-design process.
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Going beyond the principles of Human-Centered Design, an
approach that can be defined as life-centered has therefore
been preferred, which conceives, therefore, its entirety and
which recognises, at the same time, a degree of independ-
ence and interdependence of the components (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3. The differences between a more traditional, human-centered approach
and one guided by DftCG and life-oriented principles.

From the experience gained, fundamental elements to be
managed become the quality of the designed environment,
understood as a set of values and sensations perceived and
returned, effectiveness, efficiency and elasticity; the com-
plexity that describes the interdependence of the constituent
parts and implies the creation of shared meaning to be made
comprehensible and acceptable; the practice of behaviors
and activities mediated by the designed environment, which
goes to influence the practices, uses and relations that are
manifested within it. Finally, time and the value given to it be-
come other essential drivers. The spaces must be hybridized,
conceived, and built to perform different functions, from the
more usual ones to those that meet new needs of the indi-
vidual and the community, and, consequently, designed ac-
cording to a physical and architectural flexibility, and man-
agement: barriers that negatively affect the establishment
of relations between the environment, spaces and human
beings must be removed.

Conclusion

The term inclusivity in the design context tends to be relat-
ed to designing for categories of people with a physical and/
or attitudinal impairment. In this case, what we are witness-
ing is a tendency to generate a form of design that resides in
corrective interventions and that do not aim at resolving the
problems underlying the design values, but rather, at address-
ing the problems as they arise.

To remedy these problems it is necessary to act at differ-
ent levels: it is fundamental to consider all those qualitative
components of the project that can be discriminating in its
success. For example, being able to take a critical and obser-
vational perspective on current and latent trends makes it
possible to anticipate the new or potential needs and require-
ments of the various actors living in the planned place. Again
and in this direction, the application of a Co-Design approach
allows to align and mediate their needs and, therefore, to gen-
erate shared wellbeing through the project itself. Finally, the
DftCG methodology can guide the design process in a ben-
eficial and innovative way, creating a shared value system,
generating or modifying relationships, taking a life-centered
approach aimed at caring for the common good.
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