
  
    
      ‘As for the future, your task is not to foresee it, but to enable it.’


      – Antoine de Saint-Exupéry


      For John, boldly go into your future (and set your phaser to “stunning”)
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      Foreword by Ben Hammersley


      THE WORLD OF work is in a state of flux: there’s an awful lot of uncertainty at the moment around how we should be working. If you believe the people that I write about and talk about and hang out with, the ones who claim to be making the future, the way we work and the places that we do it in are due an enormous amount of disruption.


      Offices themselves, the architectural manifestation of work, are considered by many to be unnecessary; the view is that we have really cool cafés to work in instead. Offices have become a place of satire or even derision. Ricky Gervais only had to call his show The Office and we got the point without even seeing it.


      Work and where we do it and how we do it really isn’t cool any more, isn’t worth talking about unless there are bean bags or table football tables. For many, paying attention to the way we work conjures up images of very dull men with clipboards and stopwatches. It’s just not something that we want to do.


      But I think we should be talking about work and the future because in fact it is incredibly useful, indeed it is necessary in this time of great change to look at these things; not in the “Hey everybody, let’s live in Los Angeles and Skype in from the beach” way, but to examine the history of how we got here, the current trends and what is going to work in the future.


      We need to examine the way that modern technologies have affected our lives and the way we work. We need to examine whether or not the way that we deal with those technologies, the way that we use them, the way that we buy them, the way that we handle them on a daily basis actually fits our expectations and needs.


      In short we need to look at how we’re being asked to work by the world at large and whether our existing systems might actually be preventing us from becoming more productive.


      We have all heard the spiel, for example, about how having a completely open-plan office will foster huge amounts of collaboration or encourage huge amounts of knowledge-sharing; about how it will create a great deal of value for companies and for ourselves.


      This isn’t actually true.


      So I think the time is right to reassess the way that we work against what it is we’re actually trying to achieve. Collaboration is a very good thing and while collaboration tools, computers, the internet and social media are incredibly powerful and valuable, our work should be driven by achieving the best outcomes, not how best we can use the new cool tools.


      Many of us – most of us – spend our lives in offices. We spend our lives doing knowledge work sat in front of a glowing rectangle. And too often, in my experience, we are obsessed in the modern workplace with simply getting on top of the problem. Instead we need to start getting to the bottom of it. Let’s begin here.


      Ben Hammersley

      London, 2013


      www.benhammersley.com | @benhammersley
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      Chapter 1. Is Business Broken?


      [image: Chapter_01_BrokenKeyboard.tif]


      SO LET’S GET this straight from the start: I meet all the stereotypes of someone who has dedicated his entire career to IT. I grew up on a healthy diet of Star Trek and comic books at the dawn of the personal computer revolution. I was taught (or wanted to believe) that technology could be a force for good in our society, that it would provide a set of tools which would enable us all to make the most of our potential.


      And in many ways it seems that we are all living the dream. Our lives have been transformed by the advent of the internet and the web and the ever-faster evolution of connected devices and services. We have come an awfully long way in the last 40 years. In fact, we have come pretty far in the last four. And recent technological innovation, in particular, has tended to impact consumers more than businesses, turning our personal lives into rich technological experiences at almost every turn.


      Whenever I am giving a speech as part of my job as a technologist, I ask people to raise their hand if the computer they have at home is better than the one in their office. Every single time, the majority of people have better technology at home. Normal people, not just geeks like me, have embraced technology in incredible ways. We are communicating with friends over Skype, we are playing games online, we are on Facebook, we are streaming movies and music and sharing photos. And we are doing all this increasingly on the move. It is worth pausing for a second to remember that only a decade ago the vast majority of people saw a computer as part of a place of work or study.


      The technologists among us would say that the ever-accelerating trends of mobile, cloud, big data and social are transforming the IT landscape. Most of us would simply say that we live in a period where technology has become a normal, necessary part of our everyday lives.


      But over the past few years a nagging sense of doubt has entered my mind about all this. I have begun to question the truth of the utopian vision of technology as the ultimate liberator. Like some people, I’ve been beginning to wonder whether the very thing that was supposed to set us free might not have instead ensnared us – without truly adding the value it promised.


      Because there seems to be one area where technology fundamentally hasn’t changed things. Work.


      A recent study brought this into clear focus for me:


      ‘Majority of American Workers Not Engaged in Their Jobs’


      This was the headline that caught my eye. What sent me reeling was the detail. The study revealed that: ‘[s]eventy-one per cent of American workers are “not engaged” or are “actively disengaged” in their work, meaning they are emotionally disconnected from their workplaces and are less likely to be productive.’[1]


      Seventy-one per cent? That means that less than a third of workers feel happy and productive in what they do, day in day out, 40 hours a week, 220 days a year.


      Surely this cannot be true?


      But I would guess that if you work as part of the knowledge economy inside any organisation, small or large, you will know for yourself that there is some foundation to this claim. It seems to be true of lots of companies in lots of countries; I did a bit of digging and found that these figures were replicated in the UK and many other developed nations.[2]


      Today we are living with the legacy of a couple of hundred or so years of office work. We have gone from working pretty much for ourselves (or the local lord) as farm workers and labourers, through the factories of the industrial revolution to working for big business with the rise of modern multinational corporations. And somewhere along the way, the way we work got stuck. We have found ourselves at the mercy of command-and-control hierarchies, butting up against principles that were designed for an analogue world and which have become more or less irrelevant in today’s digital, connected world.


      Everyone seems to agree that technology has changed everything. Then you look around at the world of work and realise that it really hasn’t. There are superficial differences. Sometimes quite a lot of them. Yet, as we’ll see, the underlying structure and principles of most people’s working lives are the same as if the technological advances of the past quarter century had never taken place.


      But is it technology that hasn’t lived up to its promise or we who have failed to change to make the most of what’s really on offer?


      Working like a Victorian


      We are living in a time of huge change but the way we work is still stuck in models first devised at the time of the industrial revolution. Let’s take one aspect of work and follow it through by way of illustration.


      Today we still reward work done in terms of time – hours worked. This owes itself to the industrial drive for business efficiency through standardisation: the production-line model of work where people perform a repetitive task or set of tasks contributing to an outcome or product, rather than creating an outcome or product themselves. This was the only way you could have scale. It was also the only way that you could make big, important things like steam trains or omnibuses.


      This was a definite shift from the artisanal model of earlier times. What was being rewarded in this new way of work was not the outcome – an artefact sold at market – but hours spent on tasks. Workers received salaries for a working week based on clocking in and out. Companies focused on reducing the cost of labour and increasing the standardisation, all to improve the cost-efficiency and reliability of their manufacturing processes.


      And so people became directly compensated for the process not the outcome


      

      

      

      

      

      

      The antelope of the open office
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      Experience vs. innovation


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      The problem of productivity


      

      

      

      Creative businesses are the future
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