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Cubicles, partitions have
outlived their usefulness,
at least in Rochester
By SHEILA LIVADAS

As more Rochester-area employers put 
a premium on collaboration and trans-
parency, the demand for open-office 

design remains strong at local architecture 
firms. In many cases, high cubicle partitions, 
opaque walls and other warren-like features 
have simply outlived their usefulness.

“The key today in any office work (for 
clients) that we’re doing is flexibility,” says 
David Beinetti, president of SWBR Archi-
tecture, Engineering & Landscape Archi-
tecture P.C. in Rochester.

The open-office approach tends to be an 
easy sell because it results in “a much more 
delightful environment,” he adds.

Rochester-based LaBella Associates 
DPC also is seeing rising interest in open-
office design among certain clients. Priva-
cy laws prevent many health care organi-
zations from following the trend, but oth-
er types of commercial clients want work 
environments that exemplify an open and 
dynamic corporate culture.

“And we are seeing the evolution of these 
open offices getting more open,” says Beth 
Curran, marketing coordinator and interior 
designer at LaBella.

One of the firm’s clients recently decid-
ed to mothball all of its four-foot cubicle 
panels.

“I think (clients are) just trying to avoid 
that kind of ‘Dilbert land’ (look),” Cur-
ran says.

When tall cubicle dividers come down, 
“you get more natural light; you get more 
opportunity for socialization and teamwork 
and collaboration,” Curran says.

Commercial real estate research shows 
that employers’ emphasis on group effort 
has squeezed the amount of individual of-
fice space allotted to workers.

According to CoreNet Global, an Atlanta-
based association for real estate profession-
als, the average amount of personal turf set 
aside per employee declined from 225 square 

feet in 2010 to 176 square feet in 2012. That 
figure will likely fall to 151 square feet in 
2017, though 40 percent of corporate real es-
tate managers responding to a 2012 CoreNet 
Global survey expected 100 square feet or 
less would be the norm two years from now.

Reasons related to economics and prac-
ticality lead some organizations to choose 
an open-space design.

“Open-office environments have become 
more adaptive and flexible, and the price 
point is less than traditional walled offic-
es,” says Peter Wehner, associate and se-
nior architect at Rochester-based Passero 
Associates P.C. “Plus, a client can take 
the open-plan furniture with them if they 
choose to move, and it can be easily recon-
figured if user needs change.”

Satisfying millennials also has prompt-
ed employers to pay more attention to of-
fice design, says Jacqueline Ilg, interior 
designer at LaBella. Research shows that 
workers in their 20s prefer to have access 
to many peers and supervisors, instead of  
interacting with only a few co-workers.

Still, the open-office layout has its share 
of critics. Those who oppose the less-hi-
erarchic concept cite noise, distractions 
and lack of privacy as problems. Over the 
years, architects and interior designers 
have learned to address common knocks 
against the design.

“We use techniques like a ‘face-forward’ 
design that keeps users from having their 
backs to the corridor and gives them more 
privacy on their (computer) monitors and 
more awareness when someone approaches,” 
Wehner says. “Acoustically, there are a lot 
better panels out there now than there were in 
the past. There are more options to raise stor-
age units above the panel height and break 
the upper plane to create a noise break.”

Sound-masking systems and sound-ab-
sorbing materials also bolster acoustic pri-
vacy without compromising visual open-
ness, Beinetti says.

“I do not believe that ‘open’ or ‘closed’ 
is, as a rule, more efficient” for workers, 
he adds. “It has completely to do with what 
you’re doing and what your function is. 
And if you get it backwards, then it is go-
ing to be a problem.”

Attorneys do not function well in open 

offices because they need privacy to concen-
trate and service clients, Beinetti says. But 
in other industries, “I think it enhances ef-
ficiency; it enhances productivity,” he says.

Open offices also tend to be bolder from 
a design standpoint.

“Color, a more modern aesthetic and 
more user options have made these spaces 
comfortable and ergonomic,” Wehner says.

Adds Ilg: “What we usually run into with 
our clients is that they’d like to create a 
branded space.”

One LaBella client that has adopted the 
open-office model is Fairport-based First 
American Equipment Finance, which spe-
cializes in technology financing and equip-
ment leasing services. High-end finishes, 
a neutral palette and seating with polished 
stainless-steel trim give the company’s head-
quarters in Woodcliff Office Park a high-
tech feel, while glass walls and 42-inch cu-
bicle partitions enhance a sense of openness.

Losing personal storage space when 
transitioning to an open-office model can 
be a challenge for workers. But more of-
fice-furniture companies now sell work-
station-friendly shelving, organizers and 
storage towers that have wardrobe-type 
features, Wehner says.

“And the more options that we can give 
employees in terms of customization, the 
more likely they’re going to be … able to 
arrange their work area in a way that works 
for them,” Curran adds.

Decades ago, workers were sometimes 
annoyed upon learning they had to bid fare-
well to their 120-square-foot offices, with 
doors they could close.

“Those people who were coming out 
of their ‘120s’ were struggling more, I 
think, than anything with the entitlement 
and the step-down,” to a cubicle, Beinetti 
says.“… That was considered an inferior 
environment.”

He adds: “But organizations across the 
United States and around the world were 
changing those norms.”

And workers have learned to adapt.
“I can put someone into a really well-

done open office environment, and they’re 
going to be very happy,” Beinetti says.

Sheila Livadas is a Rochester-area free-
lance writer.

Open offices remain in style, tend to be an easy sell


