
Flexible spaces: 

The future  
of furniture 
in focus
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‘Flexibility’ is one of the key trends emerging  
from the Covid-19 crisis. Flexibility in how and 
where we work, but also in terms of how we use 
different spaces. 

To explore the implications this could have on commercial 
interior design and furniture briefs, British furniture 
maker Roger Lewis gathered a group of esteemed interior 
designers and furniture specifiers to discuss what the 
‘post-pandemic’ phase might look like - when there’s a 
vaccine in place and the world is back to some kind of 
‘new normal’. 

In this report we reveal the top insights from the focus 
group session, combined with the latest global data 
research from interior design consultancy WKSpace, and 
explore what the rise of flexible working and flexible 
spaces might mean for the future of furniture design. 



Bringing data to life 
with first-hand experiences
Roger Lewis invited Hannah Nardini, Managing Director of workplace 
consultancy WKspace, to share her wealth of data-driven insights into how 
both office workers and employees have been feeling since the Covid-19 

pandemic first emerged.

Since the lockdown began Hannah and her team have been carrying out 
a weekly omnibus survey of office workers across the globe, gathering 
insights from over 34,000 respondents from over 30 countries all over 
the world. 

To date WKspace has surveyed:  
•  34,000+ offices workers & employees
•  Respondents from a variety of 24+ sectors,  

992 businesses
•  Regions covered include: USA, Africa,  

Europe, Asia

Hannah’s findings provide an invaluable 
tracker of how people working in 
offices - and then at home - have 
felt about the situation and how 
attitudes to office life have 
changed over time. 

Hannah Nardini



EMPLOYERS EMPLOYEES
believe that in the post-pandemic era: are changing their working habits

will be 
permanently  
office based

will work only 
at home

will split their time 
between office 
and home

11%

69%

of employees want 
to explore a 4-day 
working week 

45%

of employees
want flexible hours27%

of staff will be in  
the office each day
(based on expected
patterns of employees)

45%20%

To kick start the focus group discussion, Hannah was invited to share  
some of the top findings from her research, relating to two key themes:  
flexible working practices and flexible spaces. The interior designers were  
then invited to unpick some of these stats and pip them against the backdrop 
of their real life experiences.



Time to rethink 
furniture design
There is a general consensus - and excitement - about the post-Covid era 
presenting an opportunity to ‘reboot’ office design and the furniture  
that goes with it. 

It is, however, essential that interior designers first understand what ‘flexible’ really 
means to the user. That is, the many different ways in which a space will be used 
throughout the day/week/month - and by who. 

1.  The death of the desk and the rise of the library

2.  Mind the generational gap; not everyone is happy to work anywhere

3.  Serving different modes and moods with spaces  
that stimulate, invigorate or soothe

4.  Multi-functional spaces for better wellbeing

5.  Define the space; getting and owning the right brief

It’s predicted that around 45% of staff will be  
in the office on any given day.
WKSpace workplace research May 2020

FIVE TOP EMERGING THEMES:



“

“

If you’re creating 
an office for the 
future it’s going to 
be to collaborate, to 
connect, to socialise, 
to think together, 
to think things 
through.

“

“

Design is influenced 
by ‘ways of working’ 
which is why the fall 
out of the pandemic 
may be the ‘death 
of the desk’. They’re 
simply not as crucial 
anymore.  

The death  
of the desk
The interior designers in our focus group session 
all agreed that the traditional idea of everyone 
having their own desk has created terrible 
working environments with a growing trend to 
squeeze more and more desks into smaller spaces.

There is a lot to be learned from history too. One specifier 
explained that at the time of the 1918 pandemic, the 
typewriter was at its height and lots of women entered 
the workplace. As result, offices were then designed 
to suit these ways of working - with desks and chairs 
becoming the ‘new’ norm for the time.

So, design is influenced by ‘ways of working’ which is 
why the fall out of the pandemic may be the ‘death of 
the desk’. They’re simply not as crucial anymore.  

In fact, in many ways the types of office landscapes 
that are prevalent at the moment don’t actually service 
anyone very well any more. Technology has allowed us to 
work from ‘anywhere’ for over a decade, but it’s taken the 
virus to make this socially acceptable - and for it not to 
be a euphemism for an extra day off. The lockdown has 
allowed us to prove that we can be productive outside 
the office walls.

Many interior designers have already started removing 
up to 40% of desks from work spaces. However, in some 
organisations there is a huge culture change needed, 
where management still believes “...you go to work, to 
work. You don’t go to work to socialise.”

With traditional desk layouts, different departments 
can often end-up being clustered together too, whether 
employees want to be seated in that way or not. 

One solution to this could be to introduce different types 
of tables or standing areas where people can come 
together for quick meetings. This would visually break 
the office landscape up and allow people to collaborate 
more easily



As well as creating the appropriate 
backdrop in a given space, it is also 
important to use materials, textures 
and colours that evoke emotions to 
support the task we’re working on.

Mind the gap
There is no doubt that the 
pandemic has redefined the 
role of the office to be more of 
a collaborative and social space 
with more of the ‘deep work’ 
being carried out at home. 

However, while many 20 and 30 year 
olds are comfortable embracing 
a less formal - or as one interior 
designer put it, ‘sit on the floor-type 
way of working’ - many people of an 
older generation might not be. They 
may still crave a more formal office 
space - including a table and chair of 
some description.

So, if rows of desks 
aren’t the answer to creating 

inspiring 

and productive environments,  
how do we create spaces that are? 

There’s a really big 
difference between 
sitting in a big long row 
of white desks next 
to loads and loads of 
people, versus working 
around a wooden old 
kitchen table. I think 
it’s something about 
the texture and the 
things we see - and the 
associations we make.

“

“



Different modes 
and moods
To bring this to life future office designs could have 
different zones for different modes and moods. 

For example, if an employee is feeling positive and creative, they 
could use a space that energises them and feeds that creativity. 
On another day, they may need more of a library-style space to 
allow them to focus and have a quieter type of day.

“Our offices, more than ever, will need careful 
stewardship to make sure they can flex to create balance 
between open and closed, intimate and collective, 
keeping pace with the changing world outside.”
Helen Beresford, head of interior design at Sheppard Robson



Equally, as offices may 
become smaller, the spaces 
within them may have to 
work even harder. This would 
mean clever multi-functional 
furniture that would be 
suitable in a number of 
different settings. With additional pressure on 
business owners, spaces that are office-focused 
during the day, may serve a completely different 
purpose in the evening to make the most of a 
potentially expensive lease. 

So, how can these different spaces be created? 
While some of this can be achieved with flexible 
furniture solutions that can be moved around to 
create larger or more intimate spaces, colours and 
textures could be what ultimately ‘make’ the zone.

of concentrated 
work is likely to 
happen at home

of employees want 
dedicated project 
work areas

would like semi-
private areas 
where they are not 
disconnected from 

of collaborative 
work will take 
place in the office

want collaborative space 
for conversations - where 
they are not disturbing 
their colleagues

68%

58% 65%

66% 51%

Work in the future  
- WKspace’s
quantitative research:



But, furniture and interior design is 
not always the answer to service the 
different user needs  For instance, when 
exploring how introverts and extroverts 
can work happily alongside each other 
the focus group participants were 
united; “this is a brief for fashion 
or technology.” 

The consensus was that a good set 
of headphones would offer the best 
solution for those who need to zone out. 
Looking slightly further into the future, 
Virtual Reality may hold the answer, by 
allowing the employees to transport 
themselves to their most productive 
working environment.

Multifunctional 
spaces for 
wellbeing
Regardless of what those solutions are, 
they need to support our health and 
wellbeing and, as far as possible, they 
should be natural. 

Choosing the right materials 
is about bringing us back to 
something really fundamental 
in our human makeup; the 
need to be close to nature.

““
...sometimes I just have 
to go and cycle through 
the trees. And when I do, 
I’m a different person… 
it’s about thinking about 
all the different things 
that you will encounter 
in the workspace - in 
terms of what you see, 
touch and then how you 
feel… So, I agree, we’re 
going to see a whole lot 
less desks.

“

“

By putting wellbeing at the core of the 
design brief, we are forced to challenge 
what makes us feel connected and well. 
One interior designer explained:



Simply assigning a space to ‘meetings’ isn’t very useful. Interior designers need to work with their 
clients to better define what kind of meetings are likely to take place in there; informal catch-ups, 
hiring and firing, board meetings, brainstorming, workshops… 

As one participant put it: “It would be so lovely to see some nice furniture solutions that really 

respond to the requirement of flexibility because… you need some of them to be multi-purpose.”

“I mean, please tell me if anybody has found a really nice flip top table? The ones that exist are 
insanely expensive… you know the ones that flip and turn into walls and then there’s a cork board 
on the other side. The only way we’ve ever done anything like that is by designing it ourselves.”

One of the great unsolved office challenges 
is that of the client phone call. This is where 
furniture design could step in. Few offices have 
good solutions for these types of ‘meetings’ 
- and the pre-Covid booth-style spaces are 
feeling less attractive in the current climate.

Ultimately, going 
forward employees 
may need to plan 
their week better; 

think through what type of work they’re doing 
in any given day and week and then actively 
decide what space that would allow them to 
do those tasks most effectively. Only then can 
they help make sure they are in the right envi-
ronment at the right time.

Define 
the space
One of the key challenges 
workplace designers face 
is the lack of clarity around 
what a space is and how it 
will be used. 

I mean, please 
tell me if anybody 
has found a really 
nice flip top table? 
The ones that 
exist are insanely 
expensive… 
The only way 
we’ve ever done 
anything like that 
is by designing it 
ourselves.

“

“



Shaping
the furniture
of the future

From the death of the desk, through to the rise of collaborative 
spaces - it’s clear that as our modes of working change, 

so too must our environments. There is no one-size-fits-all when 
it comes to designing spaces for multiple users and so it’s no 

surprise the flexibility is the buzzword of the moment
when it comes to furniture design. 

We need to start by better understanding users’ needs and ways of 
working (or even help them to better understand their own needs). 

And if there is one positive outcome from the recent pandemic, 
then it’s the fact that it has given us all a chance to take a step 

back and challenge traditional ways of thinking. 

Now is the time to rethink 
furniture design once 

and for all.



With thanks
to our focus group participants:

Trifle Creative  - Coney Grey Interiors - EchoSpace  - Maber  - Wework

Special thanks to Hannah Nardini
and the research team at WKspace.

About Roger Lewis

Roger Lewis is a British designer and 
maker of contemporary furniture that is 
inspired by a modern global world. The 
Wiltshire-based family business has a rich 
heritage, having built a reputation with 
international retail clients over the past 30 
years. Now applying this wealth of skill to 
its dedicated commercial interior offering, 
the design team and its high-profile 
collaborators present a curated collection 
of furniture, along with bespoke design, 
build and sourcing services.

www.rogerlewis.uk



Get in touch for more information

Need help creating a custom contract  
furniture solution for your next project?  
Contact our team today.

Francesca Waterfall - Sales Account Manager
+44 1225 774 435 
Fran@rogerlewis.uk

Mary Barradell - Sales Account Manager
+44 7957 622 845
Mary@rogerlewis.uk 


