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The majority of changes that have occurred in workplace design are human made. Over the
years, we witnessed developments in workplace design mostly resulting from technological
advancements and organizational strategies that have been triggered by employee efficiency
and productivity concerns together with the aim of cutting down facility costs (Harrison
et al., 2004; Parker, 2016). The transformation from traditional to activity-based offices has
followed a similar trajectory.

Activity-based offices have been the uprising workplace design strategy since its early applica-
tion in technology and consultancy firms in the 1990s (Sachs, 1995). Activity-based offices pro-
vide different workstations for diverse work tasks (Wohlers & Hertel, 2017). The purpose of an
activity-based office is to reduce rental and building costs (Haapakangas et al., 2018) while
maintaining employee satisfaction and growth in productivity with workplace designs that target
increased interaction among employees (Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2011). This type of work-
place design typically consists of unassigned workstations on a floor plan tailored to host
different activities including collaborative work (e.g., meeting rooms, hubs, team benches),
relaxation and socialization (e.g., break-out rooms, lounge corners, cafès), and concentration
(e.g., cubicles, quiet rooms). Because employees do not have assigned desks, this requires the
implementation of “clean desk policies” meaning no one can leave personal belongings, and
they must keep the workstation that they use for the day, clean. These types of office strategies
are cost-effective, especially for organizations where employees can also work elsewhere. Stud-
ies by Laing (2013) and Oseland et al. (2013) showed that organizations can cut costs if they
keep the “desk-share ratio,” which is the ratio of desk space to the number of employees,
between 50% to 70%.

This approach to workplace design has been aggressively promoted due to a non-hierarchical
working environment, while enabling communication and collaboration among employees of all
levels (Engelen et al., 2019; Wohlers et al., 2019) with the practices of clean desk policy the
trend. On the other hand, key findings from activity-based office research are pointing to issues
related to poor indoor environmental quality (Candido et al., 2019), privacy, personal control,
territoriality, and organizational commitment (Elsbach & Pratt, 2007; Göçer et al., 2019).

Until COVID-19, the focus on activity-based office designs was to address these negative issues.
However, the state of emergency due to the pandemic has overruled our knowledge on work-
place design with the induction of a series of new evaluations, modifications on the ways of
working and/or sharing of spaces, practices, and temporalities (Babapour Chafi et al., 2022). The
impact of COVID-19 on work experience differs regarding the number of cases in that geogra-
phy, precautionary measures taken by governments or businesses and organizations, and indi-
vidual needs of workers: each story has become a unique case to analyze. We believe it is
crucial to learn from people’s experiences by giving them an opportunity to voice their concerns
and share their ideas of those factors that affect their perception of the new working practices
and work environments.

†All the authors contributed equally to this perspective text.
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As a start, we conducted two semi-structured interviews with Alya and Lara (names changed to
protect identity; see Table 1 and Figures 1 and 2) who were selected based on purposeful sam-
pling among our acquaintances. Alya was introduced to an activity-based office after the pan-
demic, and Lara was working at an activity-based office pre-pandemic but will be working at a
traditional office as she changed her job during the pandemic. Each interview lasted around
40 minutes, was conducted via Zoom, and audio-recorded. We asked questions about their
experiences in their workplace pre-pandemic, during the pandemic, and post-pandemic.1 By
focusing on two participants, we aimed to scrutinize employees’ narratives and practices during
the pandemic from the perspective of resilience in workplaces and to start a research-based dis-
cussion on activity-based office design post-pandemic era.

Redefining Activity-based Office Design
Alya and Lara are among the many who needed to quickly adjust to working from home (WFH)
with the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic and the consequences of lockdowns. While WFH is
not a new idea, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this transition (Lal et al., 2021) and opened
a new research area on the possible values of WFH (Margariti et al., 2021). Now, as organiza-
tions start calling employees back to the office, the discussions focus more on the impact of
WFH practices on office culture, the dynamics of hybrid workplaces, and what these mean for
the design of post-pandemic office spaces.

Ways of working and/or sharing spaces, practices, and temporalities have significantly changed
over the last 2 years. There is a trend toward transitioning to hybrid workplaces, the workplace
strategy in which the workforce is divided into remote and in-office workers (de Lucas Ancillo
et al., 2021; O’Rourke, 2021). The stories of our participants (see Table 1) overlap with the find-
ings from Marzban et al. (2021) who reported an increase in employees’ preference to WFH
some part of the week. With this trend and hybrid workplace approach, a smaller workforce of
an organization is in the office each day. These developments bring the discussion back to activity-
based office designs. Based on Alya’s and Lara’s stories and the growing body of literature on the
post-pandemic workplace, we have two interpretations. First, WFH practices seem to positively
impact employees’ adaptation to the concept of flexibility/resiliency and therefore to activity-based
offices. Second, as employees have the chance to personalize their workspace at home, it may
become less of a concern not to own a desk at the office, where they now spend less time. Alya’s
workspace at home specifically supports this understanding (see Figure 1) whereas Lara’s workplace
at home does not include any personal belongings (see Figure 2). In Lara’s case, the void of personal
belongings might be related to the fact that all her work experience has been based on clean desk
policy, and the lack of personal belongings could be helping with the mental separation of work and
personal life. Regardless of the translation, personalization at the workplace may no longer be a con-
cern due to hybridization; thus, supporting the clean desk policy of an activity-based office.

Alya and Lara shared their desire to make their own decisions on WFH or in the office, consider-
ing the challenges and opportunities for each workspace (see Table 2). They both expressed
socialization needs and more efficient collaborative engagements when being together with col-
leagues. They associate the office as a place to address these purposes. This is inline with the
research done before COVID-19 on activity-based offices. For example, Engelen et al. (2019)
described the positive effects of activity-based office designs on interaction, communication,
control of time and space, and satisfaction with the workspace. Early post-pandemic expecta-
tions highlighted the need to restructure activity-based office designs that can further encour-
age collaboration. Flexible and interactive tasks seem more appropriate in activity-based offices,
whereas individual responsibilities demanding concentration seem less fit (Öhrn et al., 2021). As
working from the office is increasingly associated with the opportunities of teamwork and col-
laboration, concentration and focus zones in an activity-based office could be replaced by a
home office. This would also fulfill workers’ privacy and territoriality needs.

However, the WFH transition might not be complete for everyone yet. A study done by Cuerdo-
Vilches et al. (2021) inquired if our home is ready for WFH. The research team found that 42.2%
of teleworkers had to adjust their homes to make a space to work, especially for families with
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Table 1. Alya’s and Lara’s stories on their pandemic work experiences

Alya (activity-based office post-pandemic) Lara (activity-based office pre-pandemic)

“We missed being at the office, but in general we are
happy with this hybrid solution.”

“I cannot remember what else our flexible workplace
included. I am very used to working like that; that is the
normal.”

Pre-pandemic Working from Office: Alya has 17 years of
work experience. She was working at her last firm for
3 years when the COVID-19 pandemic started. Prior to the
pandemic, every employee had their own desk, cupboard,
and desk drawer in the open-plan office design. They
were allowed to have personal belongings such as
calendars, photos, or plants on their desks. The office
space did not have relaxation or break-out zones. As the
office had an open-plan, employees were using either a
kitchen or a meeting room for private conversations. “I
am used to working in open office plans. Every firm I
worked had open-plan offices. I never had a private office
room.”

Pre-pandemic Working from Office: Lara had been
working for the same firm for 11 years when her firm
decided to switch to working from home (WFH) as a part
of COVID-19 precautions. This was Lara’s first full-time
job; she had no prior office experience.
Since the day she started working, Lara had no assigned
desk as the firm was practicing activity-based workplace
strategy and clean desk policy. The space was an open-plan
office. Each desk had screens and charging docks to plug
laptops. Everyone worked at different desks and on
different floors, based on their preferences and needs. Lara
was WFH one day a week prior to the pandemic. At the
office, she had a laptop, mouse, water bottle, mug,
notebook, pens, and a cardigan as personal belongings. She
stored these in an assigned locker at the end of each day.
For her, the normal is being flexible and working at an
activity-based office.

Early-pandemic Changes (WFH and Personalization): When
Alya’s firm switched to working from home (WFH) in the
early days of the pandemic, the firm arranged for the
office chairs, screens, desk lamp, and similar items to be
sent to employees’ homes. A few months into WFH, Alya
needed to move to a new apartment she had been
sharing with her sister. Alya said “the capabilities of our
home were not important before the pandemic.” As both
ended up WFH with the pandemic, the home was not
large enough for accommodating workspace for two: “We
needed to create a workspace for each of us.” They
moved to a bigger apartment in a greener and more
tranquil neighborhood. In this new apartment, Alya uses
the living room as her workspace during the day. She
placed her desk, which she seldomly used before the
pandemic, at a corner and decorated it with her personal
belongings (see Figure 1).

Early-pandemic Changes (WFH and Personalization): With
the pandemic, Lara’s firm asked employees to begin WFH.
To support this transition, the firm offered employees to
purchase one of two desk alternatives, a desk lamp, a file
organizer, and some other office supplies free of charge
from a store defined by the firm. They were also allowed
to take an office chair and a screen to their homes, which
Lara did not utilize since she already had these items. Lara
reorganized the room that she was using as a workspace
prior to COVID-19. She says, “I was able to create myself
a quiet and comfortable workspace at home” (see
Figure 2). Her desk at home does not include any
personal belongings. When she was asked why, she
explained preferring to keep her personal life separate
and not needing such personal belongings in work areas.

During-pandemic (WFH and Socialization): Alya was not
the only one who changed addresses during the
pandemic. Alya’s firm also moved to another location
during this time. The new office is smaller and has
downsized its space by a third. Thus, Alya and her
colleagues will be working 3 days at the office and 2 days
from home. Alya’s firm has not called them back to the
office but gave them the option to use the office
whenever they want. Alya goes to the office every now
and then based on her need to work collaboratively or
individually for the day. “I enjoy going to the office.
Working at the office is good for socializing and getting
work done more quickly. At home, you need to ask if
someone is available for a call and arrange to connect. At
the office, you just ask the one sitting next to you, it is

During-pandemic (WFH and Socialization): During the
pandemic, Lara switched jobs. Her new company has a
traditional open-plan office. Lara’s new company still
practices WFH but is planning to call employees back
soon. The specific arrangements for moving back to the
office are not yet determined. She mostly had positive
comments on the remote working practices. She finds not
commuting a big plus. At the same time, she mentioned
social needs and the motivations that come from change
of space as the downsides of WFH. “I wish I could see
someone and chat with a colleague… I used to have
access to a view from the office. Now, it is boring to look
at this white wall every day.”

(Continues)
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children under 5 years of age who struggled to find a suitable place and adequate spatial quali-
ties, since many were working in rented and smaller houses.

These findings further communicate the significance of considering hybrid workplaces. Work-
place was mentally connected to a single space in the past. With hybrid workplaces, there are
at least two spaces for people to work: the office and home. This brings the questions on the
impact of coherence and relationship of these workspaces on individuals’ efficiency and work
satisfaction. It might be important to consider this reality while designing an activity-based
office. As we move forward, we encourage designers and researchers to reflect on the past
2 years’ lived experiences on workspaces. Every case is unique and offers us a perspective to
learn about challenges and opportunities of the new norm of working for a better understand-
ing of its outcomes on workers’ health, resiliency, and well-being in the post-pandemic era.
Alya’s and Lara’s stories tell us there is the need for a “physical office” to have face-to-face com-
munication, collaboration, and inspiration. Hybrid workplace arrangements may lead to the new
design of offices that are smaller but more inviting to employees. Also, the positive outcomes of
the WFH experience such as concentration and the time saved by not commuting will encourage
organizations to consider hybrid working arrangements for a more flexible work environment.

Knowledge workers are willing to give up 9 to 5 schedules since they are now more aware of
the remote working potential, as a result of their experience during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 1. Continued

Alya (activity-based office post-pandemic) Lara (activity-based office pre-pandemic)

more practical. I find working at the office more
productive when the task requires teamwork.”
Post-pandemic (Hybrid Office): Alya’s firm also
implemented new policies such as clean desks, lockers to
secure personal belongings, designated areas for each
department, and relaxation zones. When in the office,
Alya works at different desks most of the time. Her first
concern is not about hygiene but finding a desk at an
isolated corner. While she enjoys being at the office for
collaboration, she finds it hard to focus on work with the
new office design. “Being at the office is good as I find
colleagues to discuss about working subjects, but on the
other hand, the open-plan office urges people to hear
each other’s conversations which makes it hard to
concentrate.” Thus, Alya prefers to stay at home when
she needs to concentrate, “as there is no distraction at
home, it is good WFH.” She also finds WFH convenient as
she does not have to get up early and spend time in
traffic.

Post-pandemic (Hybrid Office): Lara believes that the
pandemic showed everyone that they can get their work
done from home. For this reason, she expects her firm
not to ask everyone back 5 days a week in the office.
Employers should provide flexibility especially due to the
ongoing pandemic issues. If they start working from the
office, Lara thinks she might feel uncomfortable using
desks or common areas because of hygienic concerns.

During and Post-pandemic (Work-life Balance): Alya also
described a negative side of WFH. Alya’s work hours are
long, and it is normal for her to receive calls at 11 pm.
WFH has extended these hours because Alya keeps the
computer on all the time. This makes it harder for her to
get away from work both physically and mentally. On the
contrary, when Alya is in the office, she can leave the
work behind. “I struggle to balance work and personal
life… the computer is always on. I, at least, check my
emails. There are days in which the work hours never end
… When I am at the office, at the end of the day, I feel
the work hours ended. I do not feel the same when I am
WFH. I am not well disciplined in terms of this.”

During and Post-pandemic (Work-life Balance): Lara’s
statements also indicate how she arranges work and
personal life balance through a division of space. She
shared her memory of leaving the laptop at the office for
most of the time and not working on job-related issues
after leaving the office. Now, she tries to keep her laptop
always in the room where she works and tries not to
carry the work in other rooms of the house. However, she
also is experiencing longer work hours in order to get the
job done. While this is not necessary, she feels pressure
as her main workspace is now at her home.
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Figure 1 Alya’s workplace
at home.

Figure 2 Lara’s workplace
at home.
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Due to domestic demands, a virtual work schedule and being more flexible could increase moti-
vation toward WFH; yet as noted by our two participants, work-life balance can be problematic.
Extended working hours and being “always on” make it hard for employees to get away from
work both physically and mentally, which may cause work-related stress and time pressures
that could impair the quality of personal life. Previous studies (de Gennaro et al., 2022; Kossek
et al., 2021; Tayal & Mehta, 2022) presented experimental evidence on how WFH creates a con-
flict between work and personal life, especially for those with children. Our findings on work-life
balance during WFH provide additional support. While the scope of this study was limited in
terms of participant profile, organizational culture, and geographical coverage; it supports the
results from numerous investigations that suggest hybridization along with an activity-based
office design could be the future trend (Babapour Chafi et al., 2022).

ACKNOWLEDGMENT
Open access publishing facilitated by The University of Sydney, as part of the Wiley – The
University of Sydney agreement via the Council of Australian University Librarians.

Endnote
1In this text, post-pandemic is used to refer to the period that starts with companies calling their employees
back to work to office buildings after the government imposed stringent lockdowns and firm-based precau-
tions of working from home. In Turkey, where Alya and Lara are located, all primary and secondary schools
were shut down on March 16, 2020 which was followed by universities after 10 days. The government kept
many businesses open between April 29 through May 17, 2020; yet all non-essential businesses were
closed. On the other hand, companies were allowed to set their own action plans regarding remote work-
ing. With transitioning back to face-to-face learning in September 2021, business life in Turkey went back
to “normal.” Considering the unique experience of each country during this pandemic, we describe the use
of terminology in defining periods during the pandemic. Considering Turkish government restrictions and
announcements, we acknowledged the period before April 2020 as “pre-pandemic,” between April 2020–
September 2021 as “during pandemic,” and after September 2021 as “post-pandemic.”
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