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Preface

Office centricity is over.

Tobi Lütke, CEO Shopify, on Twitter1

Imagine you are holding a snow globe in your hand and the object inside is not a place you have been to on holiday or a festive bauble but a representation of where you work. What does it show? Your home? A laptop? A driverless car? For the professional class (which in advanced economies makes up over 40 per cent of the workforce) there is no single obvious image to encapsulate working life any more.2 Thanks to the internet and automation it could be a smartphone or it could be a makeshift desk under a tree. 

It is unlikely to be – at least full time – an actual office. At the centre of work’s new snow globe is not a place but a person, whose working life is being shaken up more than at any point in the last hundred years. The Nowhere Office reflects the impact of shifting tectonic plates which were grinding away before Covid-19 happened: technology and its relationship to humans, flexible working – what we now call ‘hybrid working’ – but also bigger philosophical arguments about the meaning of work itself. As the legendary American social historian Studs Terkel put it in his epic study Working: ‘Work is about a search for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.’3 

The world of work was already quite sick before the coronavirus took hold. According to the American Institute of Stress 83 per cent of American workers suffer from work-related illnesses. In South Korea the working week was reduced in 2018 because of ‘Gwarosa’ or ‘death from overwork’. The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that depression and anxiety alone cost the global economy $1 trillion every year.4

The pandemic lifted the lid on a desire to work differently, or less, or with more work–life balance. We can see the impact of this in every metric around work: from ‘The Great Resignation’ in which millions of American workers resigned en masse and the one in four workers who now imagine they might quit or switch jobs,5 to the reduction in corporate property rents by as much as 10 per cent with huge changes in the use of office space, co-working space and fixed-lease space.6 The city has a new competitor: the suburb. This comes as no surprise with the McKinsey Global Institute estimating that up to a quarter of workers in advanced economies will work permanently on a hybrid basis, i.e. partly from home, several days a week.7 Truly we are nowhere near where we used to be in the middle of Nowhere. 

Wherever we end up, working life has been due for a shake-up for a long time. This book attempts to see through the snow blizzard of changes engulfing the world of professional work and to imagine positive changes that could be made to improve it as the post-pandemic world begins to settle.8 

The Nowhere Office is office life but without the formal fixtures and fittings we took for granted before the pandemic. It sees a role for the office, but a very changed one. Instead of a single fixed place or schedule, it envisages a mobile, hybrid world which uses HQ offices wisely for certain functions and not for others. It is a new era in professional work which blows away the cobwebs of a stale working model of management and presenteeism and replaces it with a fairer and more functional system that works not only from the top down but also across an organisation.

Snow globes have been around for roughly as long as modern office life (about a hundred years) and while there have been some changes, from glass to plastic, from water to glycerine, from metal shavings to soap flakes, the fundamentals – object, snow, transparent case – remain. Their enduring popularity is simple. They connect us emotionally to two things: the fixed permanence of something we want to keep and the fluttering flash of change and disruption. Humans love both certainty and distraction. The movement of the beautiful flakes swirling around transfixes us but we also like to know where we stand. In the end the snow globe always settles back, but this time the base itself has shifted. This moment is therefore both exciting and uncomfortable. The Nowhere Office represents the moment when those professionals working in business and organisations – the teacher, the technician, the PA, the CEO, the executive in HR, the consultant, the IT expert, the employee, the employer, the freelancer – realise that something fundamental has shifted and that their own snow globe can be reset. That work has been stuck and that change is needed.

The Nowhere Office is a new beginning in the story of the office – if we choose to make it so.





Introduction

Aftermath: the period immediately following a usually ruinous event.

Merriam-Webster dictionary definition

Change is neither good nor bad, it simply is. It can be greeted with terror or joy, a tantrum that says ‘I want it the way it was’, or a dance that says ‘Look, something new’.

Don Draper (Mad Men, Season 3, Episode 2) 

The office is a byword for modern work. There are 3.3 billion people working in the world,1 and while the majority still work outside in the fields or in factories, the service sector of knowledge-based work is the fastest growing.2 The office has come to symbolise what so many of us do for a living, in the way the mill or the assembly line used to. In the Nowhere Office,3 a new phase of work in which half the professional and technical workforce have the potential to become fully remote-based – and half of workers globally declared that they would quit their jobs if not provided with flexibility – the degree of agency to choose your place and hours of work will come to define us far more than the old classifications.4 Being labelled a ‘white collar’ or a ‘blue collar’ worker could be replaced by being a ‘hybrid have’ or ‘hybrid have-not’ worker instead.

The office has captured our imagination in popular culture and in debates about the future of work. When the pandemic locked us out from our workplaces nostalgia grew for TV shows where the star was in many ways the office itself. Viewing figures rocketed. In Amazon Prime’s Bosch, the gritty LA detective Harry Bosch is frequently shown with his colleagues handling toxic office politics alongside close-ups of cubicle life. Watching Harry do his paperwork is a crucial part of the show. Netflix’s comedy drama Call My Agent! is also set in an office with lots of people bustling around having showdowns in reception. From Mad Men to The Office, we seem to enjoy keeping the world of work and its dysfunctions at a safe, entertaining distance. The question of whether people wanted to rush back to the office with the old nine-to-five routine once the pandemic started to subside – something employers and governments were counting on – was clearly more nuanced. People are now asking searching questions about the nature of work, and its meaning to them. In particular they ask what is the point of the office? To work or to socialise? To brainstorm or learn? Or is it really a kind of measuring stick from times gone by, dedicated to presenteeism? 

In autumn 2021, I posted a comic Belgian video on Twitter featuring a young girl taking her father ‘back to the office’ in a charming role reversal showing the kind of anxiety and reluctance familiar to any parent cajoling a child back to school. It went viral, garnering hundreds of thousands of retweets and was seen nearly three million times. ‘I’ve been back in my office for two weeks and this is more accurate than I care to admit’, wrote @kelbayar, a programme co-ordinator for the United Nations. 

What has happened to so dramatically shift the collective psyche of the world’s office workers? This book attempts to answer that question. It isn’t as if the philosophical questions about work were not being asked before Covid-19 but they were in the background. The total shutdown of the world’s offices focused minds, not least on how much separation there actually is between who we are as human beings and who we are as worker beings. 

We’ve known for years that work was not working properly. It has excluded some people from fair or equal pay, and gender, race or sexual identity equality. And it has locked others into the wrong systems and structures, ensuring failure. The relentless rise of automation and new technologies has kept office life stuck in an endless reboot where instead of using the technology we have, we create new systems and waste time getting used to them. For all the new emphasis on ‘well-being’ at work it has been neither well nor functional. Stagnant productivity and endemic stress are testament to this.

But more than this the professional and managerial class is now rebelling against the narrative that upward mobility and ever-increasing job responsibility and workload, matched by increasing pay, perks and job titles, are just rewards. Perhaps without the pandemic the busy merry-go-round of the ‘always on’ life would have continued unabated. There would have been grumbles and some changes but not a wholesale realignment of priorities. But so much changed for so many during the lockdowns. In the Nowhere Office professional work is now challenged by the very people it provides income for, whose loyalty managers and employers used to be able to depend on.5 They had the upper hand for so long it appears they did not anticipate it would ever change. 

This book is not advocating or envisaging a working world denuded of offices but instead reimagines how it can be done better, regardless of location, and possibly in spite of it. The pandemic brought workplaces centre-stage in the debate about the future of work, but the metaphorical place work plays in our lives and the shifts around it should concern us too. No one believes we will have to stop work any time soon or that everyone can and should work from home continuously. The Nowhere Office is a reality check about the moment we are in and an optimistic take on the possibilities afforded by the flux of this moment. We are, in terms of the old fundamentals of fixed working patterns, literally nowhere.6 The hybrid patterns being introduced today are far from fixed or settled. What matters is where things end up – and that they do so in a way which acknowledges changes that have been building up for decades waiting, perhaps, for this extraordinary time.

The Four Phases of Work

This book is not a history of the office, although the context of how we’ve moved from a series of localised workforces to sprawling interconnected global hubs linked by certain norms, standards and tech is important. The lunch hour, paternity leave, the office karaoke, after-work drinks – all of these office norms have evolved in fascinating anthropological eddies and flurries along the way. ‘You’re on mute’ is one new addition to the culture and lexicon of work in a constantly updating ‘new normal’.

But this book does locate the Nowhere Office as the latest phase in the history of modern work beginning at the end of the Second World War. Why? Because it was a similarly huge moment of social and institutional transition in which the world had to reimagine itself almost wholly after a global event.

I identify four phases of work, the first of which I call the Optimism Years, running between 1945 and 1977. In this period faith in corporate institutions and government ran high and was fresh. Technology arrived in the places where work was done, adding both optimism and a futuristic vision of what was to come. The optimism reflected a post-war world rebuilding global institutions and commerce. For instance, market values of commercial property increased from £74 million in 1956 to £395 million by 1970.7 The Optimism Years represents the blooming of a love affair with corporate real estate which has seen the global market reach $3.9 trillion by 2021.8 Office buildings rose beyond the imaginations of those who constructed the early skyscrapers of the 1920s and 1930s, beautifully characterised by the Chicago poet Carl Sandburg: 

It is the men and women, boys and girls so poured in and out all day that give the building a soul of dreams and thoughts and memories.9

After the end of the Second World War, as the world imagined a limitless future, working in skyscrapers felt emotional, important, an optimistic dream. Everyone wanted growth and how better to epitomise it than by looking skywards? The era was captured in the hit TV series Mad Men, about the world of advertising, which came into its own during these years. It also captured the endemic sexism of a time when women played a distinctly supporting role to men at work and inequality affected all but white men at the top. The optimism was a combination of wilful blindness, ignorance, and only lasted as long as it did because of economic stability: there were ten times fewer economic crises between 1945 and 1971 compared with the period 1973 to 1997.10 People were optimistic about society but they were also optimistic about the office: there was no real alternative for the professions. The financial and emotional investment we have made in offices tracks back to the Optimism Years.

The next phase is the Mezzanine Years, running between 1978 and 2006, and it represents an intermediate phase for two reasons. First, office work began to feel less like a glamorous luxury and more like a grind and, secondly, technology came into everyone’s lives completely with the birth of the internet and the arrival of social media. The office began to feel slightly less perfect or permanent. The phase is named after the ground-breaking 1986 novel by Nicholson Baker, The Mezzanine, which takes place almost entirely on the escalators of a gigantic office building and where the protagonist muses philosophically on such matters as whether ‘a lunch hour is defined as beginning just as you enter the men’s room on the way to lunch, or just as you exit it?’11 The 1980s and 1990s saw two big shifts: the question of flexibility in the workplace and the phrase ‘work–life balance’; and the enormous growth of globalisation which began to bring with it unease, uncertainty and pressure. The period closed with a recognition that the corporate world was prone to disastrous mismanagement – after all, 2006 was the year of the Enron trial, the biggest corporate scandal of the new century – but it also saw the world opening up as never before. That same year Facebook and Twitter ushered in a world in which private lives and professional selves became inextricably linked by a rising tide of social media. The origins of the existential angst many professionals now experience about work can be traced very clearly back to the Mezzanine Years.

Phase three runs from 2007 to 2019, the Co-Working Years, in which the great acceleration continued. No one had time to stop to think what it might all mean. The smartphone and laptop heralded the beginning of the end of the office as we know it and co-working became mainstream (the co-working company WeWork started in 2010). Professional workers began to be classified and chased as ‘talent’. This era was defined by vaulting technological ambition and scope. The emergent tech companies from Bloomberg to Google raised the bar, making offices citadels of status. Travel budgets and conferences mushroomed; networking online and in person proliferated. Yet these were also the years in which the downsides of the digital world surfaced with Sherry Turkle’s hugely influential Alone Together published in 2011 putting the atomisation of those who would rather ‘text than talk’ into the discussion about the social impact of this technology. By 2016 we were in what the World Economic Forum called the famous ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’, which predicted, correctly, a massive realignment in the relationships between humans and machines. This was the era when the concept of mindfulness and the desire to switch off became mainstream; reskilling became a major preoccupation and the idea of well-being at work acknowledged the epidemic of work-related stress. But no one anticipated the black swan event of a global pandemic, let alone prepared for it. Far from it. This made 2019 the last year of modern working life as it had been known since 1945.

And so we come to today, to the fourth phase of work, the Nowhere Office Years, which is the subject of this book. Beginning in 2020, it represents the working era in which several shifts are happening at once. They may be triggered by the pandemic but their roots precede it.

These shifts are unprecedented precisely because they are happening simultaneously in three key areas: in politics, specifically the issues of inequality and sustainability; in culture, in particular the shift to a working world dominated by Generation Z but in which all generations are still co-workers; and in technology, where between the start of the pandemic and the end of it we have moved from the internet era to what is being called ‘the metaverse’ (where virtual reality becomes far more real in our lives than we ever thought possible).12 The Nowhere Office is a distillation of all of this. It contains crossover from the Optimism Years, the Mezzanine Years and the Co-Working Years but will make its own mark on every aspect of the office – i.e. working life – for years to come. 

Six Shifts

I have divided the book into six chapters, each of which addresses a key shift that makes this new Nowhere Office era of work different. Technology does not get a chapter of its own because while the office may be nowhere, technology is everywhere. When tech became the hero of the hour that kept the professional working show on the road, the collective distrust of robots, AI and automation faded. American companies spent $15 billion a week during the pandemic to invest and install technologies connecting home and office while, according to McKinsey, 90 per cent of global services hubs made the transition to a remote delivery model.13 Each chapter features some historical context to better understand the present and I make some predictions. While the landscape is evolving constantly, some
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