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F E AT U R E  A R T I C L E

Co-creation: designing a workplace that attracts 

top talent and maximizes innovation

by Elizabeth Lowrey IIDA, RDI

A recent report by Deloitte Consulting identifies 

new realities in the future of work, and one of the key 

findings is that organizations are increasingly composed 

of an “unleashed workforce.”1 Instead of a static group 

of employees, today’s workforce is a dynamic system of 

full-timers, part-timers, job-sharing teams, contractors, 

freelancers, crowdsourcing, joint ventures and temporary 

partners. Combined with well-documented skills 

shortages, today’s business environment raises the stakes 

for workplace design. How can corporate real estate 

(CRE) executives design a workplace that attracts top 

talent and maximizes workforce innovation? 

W
orkplace designers are drowning in data. Our 

proposals are filled with data on demographics, 

economics, environmental factors and technology 

projections. We present the latest information on maximizing 

usage of lobbies and minimizing square footage per 

employee. We present research on what attracts today’s most 

valuable talent, and how the latest technologies, management 

techniques and cultural attributes will best enable the work 

of these smart, independent and in-demand employees. 

We search for the precious signal in the noise of all this 

data. We study the models of business transformations and 

talk to leaders about the need for open innovation. We study 

reports on the radical changes rippling through the global 

workplace – agile teams, learning organizations, mobile 

work, mobile talent and all the other issues relevant to a 

particular project. This is important stuff, critical for making 

sound business decisions – but are architects and designers 

missing the most powerful information of all? 

What if workplace designers are neglecting the creative 

potential of their clients? 

Designers are trained to think we’re smarter than anyone 

else when it comes to creating a building and its interiors. 

Our little secret is that, deep down, we think we know what 

our clients need better than they do. But developers, CRE 

professionals and the individual employee are smart people, 

and we need to engage them instead of talking at them. Let’s 

change our thinking about how great commercial design 

happens, by enlisting our clients – all of them – as full 

partners in a philosophy of co-creation.

continued on pg. 24
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design for the era of complexity

Co-creation regards every stakeholder in a project as a creative 

contributor without hierarchical limits to their input. The most junior 

line workers as well as the most senior executives may provide key 

insights to a successful project when they are part of a disciplined 

process – and managing that process is the responsibility of the design 

firm. It’s no longer sufficient for designers to have great ideas or lots of 

data. The most important role of the designer today is to discover and 

merge the appropriate data, the appropriate narrative, the appropriate 

culture and the appropriate engineering into an authentic and beautiful 

physical experience. 

Complexity expert Chris Clearfield says, “The antidote to complexity 

is not simplicity – it’s transparency.” That’s a fitting description of 

why co-creation works. It incorporates all the data and insights I’ve 

described into a dynamic, transparent and inclusive process that 

applies techniques of agile development and open innovation:

•	 Set clear goals but seek flexible solutions.

•	 Gather insights from individuals inside and outside traditional 

decision-making circles.

•	 Facilitate collaboration, openly discussing problems, challenges 

and tradeoffs with all stakeholders.

•	 Discover and include a wide diversity of opinion, experience, 

skills and perspectives.

•	 Prototype, test and revise ideas quickly with end users.

•	 Document the creative process and share openly. 

How do we achieve co-creation? Our clients possess untapped 

creative raw material – data, experience, narrative, culture. Our role 

is to help them visualize their workplace without preconceived notions 

and teach them a whole new vocabulary to relate their ever-changing 

work needs to a built environment.

When the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) engaged Elkus 

Manfredi Architects to design its new global headquarters, it 

brought its own advanced methodology to the project. BCG 

believes the most effective way to bring value to a client is to 

become its partner; as BCG’s partners, we set out on a multi-year 

project to express and enable the transformation of BCG through 

its new workspace design. 

As world experts in business transformation, BCG needed its 

headquarters to embody the principles like openness and agility 

that it teaches its clients. Elite consultancies must attract and 

retain the most sought-after talent in the world, and BCG’s success 

depends on enabling employees to be as effective and innovative as 

possible in a turbulent, constantly changing business environment. 

As data and culture experts, BCG understood that co-creation’s 

combination of data analysis and creative brilliance could result in 

a spectacular realization of both sides of the BCG ethos – human-

centric workplaces powered by expert data acumen. 

Co-creation includes principles learned from agile 

transformation methodologies, including rapid prototyping and 

transparency of information. For several years, our partnership 

tested and piloted ideas like activity-based workplace design in its 

traditional workspace, gathering detailed data and rich narrative. 

This is especially apt with a partner whose core business is 

understanding which innovations drive success.  

The final design reflects the partnership: BCG’s headquarters 

on the Boston waterfront is both beautiful and capable of 

transforming to accommodate new business needs. Emphasizing 

the firm’s ethos of openness and community, we replaced 

traditional closed-door office concepts with workspace that is 

hospitable, friendly and easy to navigate. A central “Lighthouse 

Stair” connects seven levels, each themed to suggest Boston’s 

vibrant neighborhoods like Beacon Hill and the North End. 

Elements derived from hospitality and residential design 

encourage interaction among employees, clients and the global 

business community. Thus, lounges, pantries and seating areas 

are comfortable and inviting and encourage “creative collisions,” 

where information and insights are shared spontaneously. 

Private and confidential spaces necessary for consulting work 

integrate both functional and artful detail with advanced data 

and communications technologies. The company’s culture of 

openness, innovation and excellence thrives today in its new 

headquarters. 

Open for innovation

continued from pg. 22
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Co-creation in practice

Co-creation begins like most design projects, with high-

level requirement meetings among designers, developers, 

CRE executives, management and other stakeholders to set 

requirements, high-level budgets and a broad vision for the 

project. Then the process opens to a larger circle, including 

current or potential occupants (for example, employees 

of a company for corporate headquarters, or tenants and 

customers for a retail project). The leadership team might 

choose to involve its larger community of clients, customers 

and business partners in a spirit of open innovation. We 

train project staff to ask open-ended questions and listen 

carefully to users’ stories. For example, we ask employees, 

“Take me through a typical work day.” The answers reveal 

insights about how work is accomplished – sometimes 

through silo-crossing relationships and informal networks of 

peers. Follow-up questions 

spark design solutions 

that make the workplace 

more comfortable and 

welcoming. 

Sometimes the process 

is formalized but still allows 

a vast range of inputs. 

Working with the global 

marketing firm Publicis 

Groupe, we created ten 

task forces, including 

employees, management, 

designers and technical 

consultants, in a series 

of meetings combining 

data analysis and creative 

brainstorming. The process 

unleashed a flood of ideas 

capturing the authentic 

experience and creative inspirations of the Publicis Groupe 

workforce. Our designers and each task force brought those 

ideas to a high-level steering committee and transformed that 

narrative into design solutions unique to this client’s project. 

We stay alert for ways to design “creative collisions,” 

which is our term for chance encounters among employees 

and others that result in new ideas. The Innovation and 

Design Building in Boston, for example, is fronted by a 

sheltered pop-up market of food and service kiosks where 

people from many companies, including ours, meet and 

chat about their work. Over fusion lunch bowls, they 

share ideas about everything from web start-up ideas to 

workstation design.

In re-imagining workplaces for such leading-edge 

companies as Citizens Bank, Elkus Manfredi has found 

that co-creation results in design solutions that align well 

to the new patterns of workplace activity. Like today’s agile 

management practices, co-creation is ongoing throughout 

the design process and responsive to change. Employees 

who participate in the design of their own workspaces show 

greater engagement and satisfaction with their surroundings, 

as well as appreciation for the employer who trusts their 

judgment. 

This is the right time for co-creation – a time when we 

as designers release the untapped creativity of our clients, 

merge that with our expertise in data and design, and create 

uniquely useful, timeless and beautiful work. Employers and 

developers who use the co-creation process make the most 

of their real estate investment.

Elizabeth Lowrey is a principal at 

Elkus Manfredi Architects, a multi-

disciplinary design firm providing 

interior architecture, architecture and 

master planning. 
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