






As a company positioned at the intersection of product design, 
architecture, graphic design, and art, Herman Miller is always 
looking toward the new developments and emerging ideas 
that will shape the future of design. With that spirit in mind, we 
convened a series of events across North America that brought 
together more than 80 of the most innovative and accomplished 
young minds from across the fields of architecture and design.

We started the conversations with four prompt topics: 
Adapt. Evolve. Pace. Disrupt. The goal was to launch a wide-
ranging discussion and creative collaboration on the future of 
design, where each of the participants would bring their own 
experiences and opinions to the table. How will the industry 
change? How will designers respond? What are the promises 
and challenges that the next 50 years will bring? And most 
importantly, how do we continue to create human connections 
in a world increasingly driven by technology?

We found that, in city after city, the young designers we talked  
to were all wrestling with what technology would mean for the 
future of design. We observed a wide range of feelings on the 
topic, from passionate defenses of the opportunities it will present 
to anxieties about the challenges and changes new tech will 
usher in. Regardless of what our participants feel about design 
and technology, they’re all ruminating on what tech means for their 
professions, the nature of the workplace, and the communities 
they inhabit.

Here we present a window into the Future Staters’ conversations, 
sketches, and big questions about the future of design. Think 
of this document as a time capsule—a collection of thoughts, 
theories, and speculations to be examined for years to come. 
Some of these concepts may be years away from coming to life, 
and some may appear in your workplace in the next year.
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Technological advancements have long been key 
drivers in office design. But as the conversation  
at several of our events suggested, the Future State 
designers are considering how to design for a 
workspace that may not actually exist.

The flexibility and sense of independence that working 
remotely offers are already reshaping the way we 
interact with coworkers, for both better and worse. 
But technological advances may start to bridge the 
gap between being on-site and being free to work 
anywhere. For example, some of the Future Staters 
pointed to Virtual Reality (VR) as a way to help on-site 
workers escape from the feeling of being in the office. 
When we asked our participants to sketch floor plans 
for the office of the future, many included VR pods 
that allow employees to work from anywhere, without 
actually going anywhere.

“As technology makes it even easier to 
connect and interact digitally, designers 
need to look for ways to help employees 
forge authentic, personal connections 
with their coworkers.”

TECHNOLOGY SHAPES THE WORKPLACE
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Designers pointed to one key application of VR 
technology, as it advances in the coming decades: It 
could be offered in virtual spaces, where workers can 
interact remotely. This would create the potential for 
richer collaboration between off-site workers—but it 
isn’t as simple as creating virtual rooms. An interior 
designer in Toronto noted that “we will always be 
human and will always need to use all of our five 
senses. Touch is the sense most absent in a virtual 
world. Being able to touch a material, or being able to 
sit in a chair, being able to feel how you would feel in  
a space is really important when working.”

Time and again, a key idea that surfaced around the 
topic of VR was maintaining human connection and 
relationships. As a Future Stater in Atlanta noted, 
“One issue with technology is that people, because of 
technology, are much more okay with being isolated 
individually.” As technology makes it even easier to 
connect and interact digitally, designers need to look 
for ways to help employees forge authentic, personal 
connections with their coworkers.

The conversations also encompassed the increasing 
presence of smart offices. While many of these are 
currently limited to atmospheric control of temperature 
and lighting, it’s easy to imagine that rooms will 
become more customizable, more personalized, and 
more intelligent. Event after event, our designers 
continued to come to the same types of questions. Will 
walls rearrange themselves to suit the number of 
people in a room? Will floors swap materials between a 
client meeting and an after-work party?
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Several Future Staters imagined what 
floorplans will look like in the near future, 
exploring the balance between virtual 
spaces and static rooms. 
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One team explored how smart offices can 
quickly flex to support a range of activities, 
allowing organizations to better support 
their people. 
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We also saw a tension between the work that interior 
designers and architects do and how smart offices  
will reduce the need for their input. As one architect 
told us, “We’re talking about the future of design,  
and it’s mainly that people want to flip a switch to be 
transported out of the workspace, when our job today 
is to design the best workplace, one people would 
want to be at.”

But a key anxiety that came up time after time was  
the need to be intentional with forward-looking  
design. According to another architect, in Chicago,  
“I think in the end people are going to realize, ‘Whoa. 
We just let this whole movement overtake us.’ We  
need to continue to think about what's important— 
the connections formed between people being 
around each other. It’s a mistake trying to be futuristic 
for the sake of being futuristic.”

While there were divergent views of how the future 
workplace would evolve, the recurring theme that  
our participants surfaced was building human 
connections. How do we continue to create spaces 
that connect us to our coworkers, even as technology 
becomes more deeply embedded in our lives? Or,  
as another designer asked, “What levers can we pull, 
digital or analog, to help keep humanity in the 
workplace?”
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Beyond just changing how we work, technology has  
also changed where we work. Third spaces—coffee 
shops, parks, coworking spaces, and more—have 
become increasingly integral parts of many people’s 
workdays. 

A group in Atlanta worked to unpack the relationship 
between the workplace and the third space. One 
designer told us that “the third space really speaks  
to the up-and-coming generation, with the idea that  
‘I want to co-opt an existing public space’ in a very non-
office environment. ‘Hey, I’ll meet you in a museum so 
we can look at art while we work.’”

“How does the interior space of a 
building create a net positive impact on 
the environment and community around 
it? That’s not always something that 
interior spaces touch on.”

REIMAGINING 
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As public spaces are adopted as part of the workplace, 
designers also need to focus on incorporating the public 
into its surrounding private places. As another group 
member observed, “I think it’s bigger than just the 
building now. How does the interior space of a building 
create a net positive impact on the environment and 
community around it? That’s not always something that 
interior spaces touch on.”

There are other disruptive innovations on the horizon 
that could fundamentally change the way we use 
public spaces. An issue that was at the top of many 
participants’ minds was the rise of autonomous vehicles. 
In Santa Clara, a graphic designer raised a pointed 
question: “What’s going to happen to workspaces and 
public transportation when the self-driving car becomes 
the new third space?”

VR may also change the way that employees interact 
with public spaces around the office. If technology 
offers the potential to have digital interactions that 
are virtually indistinguishable from physical ones, the 
consequences will extend beyond just the presence of 
employees in the workplace. As one interior designer 
asked, “How is it going to affect our urban city centers 
when more people are able to telecommute and still 
have real interactions with all their co-workers?” 
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Above is a sketch showing the thought 
process behind adaptable VR spaces. 
These modular environments can be  
redefined, rearranged, and repurposed 
with programmable  virtual elements that 
optimize the spaces for public or private 
use, for work or for pleasure.
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One group envisioned the workflow of 
an individual navigating between VR 
spaces, third spaces, and home/office 
environments, reimagining the notion of 
work–life balance. 
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“I think that within 10 to 15 years, 
design in general isn’t just going to be 
on Earth. I think we have to think about 
design on other planets, designing the 
spaces that take us to those planets.”
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The adoption of VR raises a concern about how 
technology could further erode the need for and use  
of public spaces. If, as we heard at the Chicago 
session, “VR rooms can be such an immersive reality 
that you might forget what’s around it,” will workers 
hold a meeting at a local coffee shop when VR can 
re-create it exactly in their own office? What does it 
mean to be in a public space if you are completely 
embedded in a digital world?

Finally, one memorable presentation interpreted 
the concept of designing for a public space in a very 
different way. “I think that within 10 to 15 years, 
design in general isn’t just going to be on Earth.  
I think we have to think about design on other planets, 
designing the spaces that take us to those planets.”

We again saw that, while technology was the driving 
force behind the topics our participants discussed, 
what they're struggling with is the larger theme of 
human connections in the face of an increasingly 
isolating digital world.

Designers exchange ideas of what design 
will look like outside Earth.
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DESIGNED BY TECHNOLOGY 23

What happens to designers when computers start 
handling the rational work of design?

One prominent theme that emerged in our discussions 
was the influence that tech will have on the creative 
process. Participants noted that artificial intelligence 
could free designers from the minutia of creating and 
allow them to focus on bigger ideas. But great design 
doesn’t just solve problems, it evokes feelings and 
responses. 

So, if computers begin taking over the work of 
design, what’s the role of the designer? One Future 
Stater offered a response: “The question is not will 
robots take over and design an office for you, but 
what is the unique value that designers and design 
teams continue to bring in a world where design is 
increasingly intangible?” One way that designers 
can provide that unique value to clients is to be “the 
bridge between technology and client interaction.” 

“It’s truly holistic design. It’s not just 
interior design. It’s not just graphic design. 
It’s not just people design. It’s looking at 
everything as creating an experience.”

DESIGNED BY
TECHNOLOGY
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As computers fill more roles in design shops, 
humans will still need to assess the larger concept 
of experiencing a space. A sentiment we heard 
consistently that echoes the larger theme of human 
connections was that “technology should not remove 
the human element from space and design.” Because 
the output of design, even when purely digital, is 
a sensory experience. We experience objects and 
spaces by seeing, touching, feeling, and more. 

As a group leader in Austin proposed: “Our role will 
shift to being more than just the interior designer, 
to look at the brand as a whole and how what we’re 
doing turns into something that brings in employees. 
It’s truly holistic design. It’s not just interior design. 
It’s not just graphic design. It’s not just people design. 
It’s looking at everything as creating an experience.”

Another question that came up was whether greater 
access to technology and tools would help designers 
become more creative or if it would simply level 
the playing field so that the inexperienced could 
approximate the acumen of the professional. When 
the requirement for specialized skills is removed, 
a much wider range of people can participate in 
the design process.  But our participants generally 
agreed that what would be lost is the expertise of a 
true craftsperson—the understanding of detail and 
implications of design decisions that can only come 
from years of practice and practical experience. 
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Sketches show the progression of some 
Future State participants' reimagining 
of the design workflow. The group was 
exploring the intersection of human and 
computer processes within the contexts 
of emerging technologies and shifting 
organizational structures. The human 
element is a crucial component of 
emotional experiences.  
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But what we heard most clearly was that designers 
see a future where they’re creators of an emotional 
experience. A graphic designer with a UX focus gave 
us a clear example of the way the designer's role 
can evolve in the future, saying, “How does this 
make you feel? How does that make you feel? You 
can’t Google that. There’s an anecdote about Henry 
Ford saying, ‘If I would have listened to what people 
wanted, I would have tried to give them a faster 
horse.’ But instead he built the first automobile. 
What great designers can do is understand people’s 
needs, even when they can’t articulate them.”

Though technology is changing the nature and 
method of how designers work, a core tenet of the 
profession remains the same: Create an emotional 
response. And as technology becomes powerful 
enough to take on more basic design tasks, our Future 
Staters agreed that it was critical they continue to 
bring a human element into the design process.

The above sketches detail how a 
modular office floorplan allows physical 
environments to adapt to the evolving 
needs of the people who utilize the 
space. Modularity allows for designers to 
directly address people’s ever-changing 
professional, social, and emotional needs.
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We’ve seen how digital spaces might impact the 
places we inhabit. But what about the objects that 
occupy those spaces? 

In Santa Clara, one team kicked off a group 
presentation with a different interpretation of the 
prompt: “We talk about three physical spaces: the 
office, the home, and the third space. But there’s 
also a nonphysical space, which is more internal 
and is going on constantly in our minds.” The nature 
of the spaces we occupy can have a direct effect 
on our thoughts and emotions. One key challenge 
that future designers face is understanding how the 
design of virtual spaces can affect the experience 
a person has in their internal, mental space.

This leads to a discussion about the nature of objects 
in virtual spaces and how we form attachments to 
digital items. The spaces we inhabit are imbued with 
emotional and sentimental significance, sometimes 
more than we realize. Do virtual objects have the 
permanence to let us develop a connection to them? 
An interior designer in Toronto commented on the 
way that our relationships with objects help create 
an emotional connection to spaces. “A house is kind 
of like an empty shell of a thing, but then you layer 
people, furniture, and memories into that space. 
And that’s when it becomes a home and develops 
an identity and an authentic sense of place.” 

FINDING MEANING IN TECHNOLOGY

“A virtual TV on a virtual piece of furniture 
with virtual art on the walls begins to 
question the notion of ‘stuff.’”

FINDING  
MEANING IN  
TECHNOLOGY
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Another key issue that our designers identified  
was the idea of owning a digital object. An industrial 
designer in Atlanta noted several ideas that were 
already affecting his field, saying, “The concept of 
ownership has been evolving: People are getting rid 
of their cars; they don’t physically own the music they 
purchase. As more items like televisions and screens 
become virtual, is the concept of ownership going to go 
away? And will manufacturing suffer because of that?  
A virtual TV on a virtual piece of furniture with virtual art 
on the walls begins to question the notion of ‘stuff.’”

Time after time, we see that when designers talk 
about the future of technology, it inevitably leads 
back to themes of emotion and human connection.  
Even if technology can virtually create an object that 
is indistinguishable from its analog counterpart, our 
minds still differentiate between the two. And as these 
technologies continue to evolve, the challenge facing 
designers (and humans in general) is to evolve how we 
think as well. Because even the most powerful devices 
are only as useful as the ideas they foster.
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When workspaces are more digital than 
physical—able to change with the click 
of a button—the concept of ownership 
becomes cloudy. Several Future Staters 
discussed the implications of choosing 
furniture solutions for a workspace that  
is entirely virtual. 





LOOKING  
AHEAD

As our conversations with designers drew to a 
close, we found ourselves with more questions than 
answers. The Future Staters we talked with showed 
us that, in the coming decades, designers will face 
complex issues, from building authentic human 
connections in a digital world to speculating design 
for outer space.

But these aren’t simply idle discussions. These are 
the issues that every workplace will have to address, 
and the ones that succeed will be asking themselves 
(and their clients) the right questions about tomorrow, 
today. The next generation of leaders and visionaries 
isn't waiting for these problems to manifest before 
seeking solutions.

These conversations are just the start. There will 
be an even greater need to have these discussions 
as technology continues its persistent march. The 
designers that will lead the way into the future are 
 the ones who are already working to understand  
the Future State.
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FUTURE STATE 
PARTICIPANTS 
2018

TORONTO 
 
Dana Barbetta 
Ray Inc. 
 
Nolan Cipriano 
Quadrangle  
Architects Ltd. 
 
Jaymie Cooper 
iN STUDIO Design 
 
Marta Fekete 
HOK 
 
Sabrina Giacometti 
Straticom 
 
Olga Haliuk  
Arney Fender  
Katsalidis 
 
Andrea Hall  
Quadrangle  
Architects Ltd. 
 
Nawleen Kaur 
Straticom 
 
Angela Kisielewski 
Bullock + Wood 
 
Katelynn Marshall 
Straticom 
 
Julie Mroczkowksi 
Quadrangle  
Architects Ltd. 
 
Jaime Musynski 
Figure 3 
 
Marianna Ng 
B+H Architects 
 
Andrea Niklas 
X-Design Inc. 
 
Daniel Norwood 
Figure 3
 

Jillian Ross 
X-Design Inc.

Anthony Scarfone 
Dialog 
 
Louise Schmitt 
X-Design Inc. 
 
AUSTIN 
 
Andrea Bledsoe 
STG Design 
 
Lauren Cloud  
STG Design 
 
Jayna Duke 
O’Connell Robertson 
 
McKenna Greer  
SKG Inc. 
 
Krystal Lucero 
Edwards + Muhasen 
Interior Design 
 
Amanda Martinez 
Page 
 
Amy Martinez  
Stantec  
 
Caitlin May 
Perkins+Will 
 
Lilly McNeal 
IA Interior Architects 
 
Kaitlyn Melton 
Unhinged Studio 
 
Maddie Meylor  
Perkins+Will 
 
Sandi Rudy 
CTA Architects 
Engineers 
 
Kate Schneider 
Page 

Lesley  Tucker 
Edwards + Muhasen 
Interior Design 
 
SANTA CLARA
 
Anyssa Binni 
AP+I Design 
 
Rutuja Chittekar 
Hayes Group 
 
Heather Cushman 
AP+I Design
 
Nicole Landowski 
IA Interior Architects 
 
Wendy Li 
DES Architects + 
Engineers 
 
Minnie Manara  
Hayes Group 
 
Darlene Marintze 
DGA 
 
Zenelia Paredes 
DGA 
 
Lorena Prieto 
NELSON 
 
Diana Rangel 
DES Architects + 
Engineers 
 
Denise Rocha 
Valerio Dewalt Train 
Associates 
 
Rebecca Rowney 
Valerio Dewalt Train 
Associates 
 
Cassie Samel 
AP+I Design 
 
Gita Singh 
IA Interior Architects 

Dana Stiernberg 
Valerio Dewalt Train 
Associates 
 
Lynne Tainter 
AP+I Design
 
Rebecca Van Lue 
IA Interior Architects
 
Garrett Wolski 
RMW 
 
ATLANTA 

Stephanie Allen 
Cooper Carry 
 
Jennifer Cobb  
Associated Space 
Design 
 
Ashley Coleman  
VeenendaalCave 
 
Rebeka Flamenco  
VeenendaalCave 
 
Bella Gambino  
Hendrick Associates 
 
Valerie Haase  
Cooper Carry 
 
Alicia Hoffer  
Hendrick Associates 
 
Nujhat Jahid-Alam  
Perkins+Will 
 
Katie Kitchens  
VeenendaalCave 
 
Livia Klein  
Perkins+Will 
 
Jen Lee  
Heery International 
 
Anna Mikolajczak  
Gensler  

Caitlin Montonak  
Hughes Litton 
Godwin 
 
Lindsey Morris 
Smallwood, 
Reynolds, Stewart, 
Stewart
 
Amanda Orrison  
Heery International 
 
Sara Quarta  
Collins Cooper 
Carusi  
 
Catrina Rosa  
ai3  
 
Lauren Smith  
Gensler  
 
Shelby Tucker  
IA Interior Architects 
 
CHICAGO 

Raleigh Cohen 
Gensler 
 
Christina Kellogg 
Gensler 
 
Shane Mathewson 
Gensler 
 
Kate Pedriani 
Gensler
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