
Rethinking ‘The Inclusive’ Workplace 

A research report exploring the extent to which diversity and 
inclusion (D&I) is currently impacting commercial design.



It’s time to rethink  
‘The Inclusive’ workplace

Introduction: From reclusive to inclusive

People are leaving their makeshift home 
offices and re-entering corporate environments 
with more empathetic eyes. We’ve all been 
forced to work differently and been exposed 
to the challenges of others and we’ve become 
appreciative of greater diversity. 

Employers are now expected to cater for a 
complex set of individual and wider workforce 
needs. For all the strides that have already been 
made on diversity and inclusion (D&I), research 
suggests there is an exciting opportunity to 
achieve much more - unlocking a wealth of talent 
and tremendous business value along the way.

So, we ask, where are we on the 
journey to humanizing the enterprise 
that is truly for everyone and what role 
does design play in taking us there?
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“Some may argue that a global 
pandemic is not the time to 
discuss workplace diversity 
and inclusion as imperative for 
organizations; that there are 
more pressing issues facing our 
world. But I would contend that 
this moment is precisely the right 
time to recognize the importance 
of diversity.”

Laura Liswood, Secretary General, Council of Women 
World Leaders, World Economic Forum.



Who we asked:  
Designing for diversity 
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This report explores how far diversity and 
inclusion (D&I) initiatives are being considered in 
the design process of commercial office layouts, 
highlighting the opportunity to create connected, 
flexible and inclusive workplace experiences.

The starting point is insights gathered through a 
Tarkett survey of 140 respondents representing 
large, multinational organizations run in 
collaboration with CoreNet*.  

*CoreNet was commissioned to conduct a survey focusing specifically on the ‘Diversity and 
Inclusion’, alongside a wider workplace research initiative being undertaken by Tarkett.
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What they told us:  
Four commercial design 
considerations

The need to be more 
definitive: People are 
struggling to translate 
overarching policy into 
meaningful workplace 
interactions and 
experiences

A narrow view of D&I is 
limiting design scope: 
Design is not being afforded 
enough opportunity to make a 
difference. Few organizations 
see D&I as a workplace 
strategy or design issue

Shaping the new and 
improved norm needs a 
more creative approach: 
Without a stronger design 
influence, organizations will 
continue to think too literally 
about how workplaces can 
invite more diversity and ignite 
a greater sense of inclusion

The ‘inclusive’ office 
has to be fluid: Safe, 
comfortable, hackable 
spaces will make offices 
more fluid - allowing 
employers to seamlessly 
adapt to increasingly 
diverse end-user needs

1 2

3 4
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Our research indicates that corporations 
are lacking confidence in their diversity and 
inclusion (D&I) initiatives. 

While most companies that have a D&I statement 
in place tie this back to their workplace strategy 
(75%), few seem to be joining the dots between 
HR policy, people and place. 

One of the obvious hurdles is a limited 
understanding of the broader diversity and 
inclusion agenda. The results point to huge 
reticence when it comes to putting any context 
around these common business leadership 
terms. Perhaps unsurprisingly so given the 
explosive nature of the topic. Getting it ‘wrong’ 
 is a scary predicament. 

Commercial design  
consideration #1

The need to be more definitive: People are struggling 
to translate overarching policy into meaningful 
workplace interactions and experiences.

“Diversity is 
being invited 
to the party, 
inclusion is being 
asked to dance.”
Vernā Myers, cultural change 
catalyst, influencer, thought leader, 
social commentator, and author.
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75% of respondents say supporting diversity & 
inclusion is part of their workplace strategy



The most widely accepted view states:

    It is understanding, accepting and valuing differences 
between people of different races, ethnicities, genders, ages, 
religions, disabilities, sexual orientations AND educational/
skill sets. Then focusing on creating an environment where 
diverse people are accepted and appreciated.”

“

“Our policy does 
not impact from an 
actual workplace 
design perspective. 
It is more of an 
overarching policy.”
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Over half (51%) of the respondents in the CoreNet/
Tarkett survey, chose not to commit to a definition 
which most closely matched their company stance 
on these issues. 

Yet, they clearly recognize that the issue is a business 
priority, but the reluctance to stand-by what this 
actually means shows the struggle people face in 
translating the growing movement into meaningful 
everyday interactions and workplace experiences. 



Minding the hidden gap

One of the key challenges is shown to be interpreting overarching policy into inclusive 
workspaces that support our physical, mental and emotional selves. 

Overcoming this starts by getting companies to recognize that - while they may be 
actively recruiting for diversity - they’re not necessarily creating inclusive enough 
environments to nurture the talent within these teams. 

Diversity and inclusion is not one in the same thing. Following standardized 
processes to promote D&I is a massive step in the right direction but unless it 
infiltrates every aspect of company culture (including how the workplace looks, feels 
and functions) then it cannot make the desired impact. 

Too often the gap between ‘ticking the diversity box’ and whole-
heartedly inviting diversity in, is overlooked.

Perhaps this is because workplace strategists, designers and specifiers are not 
proactively being consulted on D&I issues, early enough in the process:

For 81%* of 
respondents, D&I  
is chiefly seen as  

HR’s domain

Only 10%* make a 
strong link between 
workplace strategy  

and design

On average, just over 
a quarter of space 

utilization is influenced 
in any way by  
D&I directives

Commercial design  
consideration #2

A narrow view of D&I is limiting design scope:  
Design is not being afforded enough opportunity 
to make a difference. Few organizations see D&I 
as a workplace strategy or design issue.

2
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“Hiring diverse talent 
isn’t enough - it’s the 
workplace experience 
that shapes whether 
people remain and 
thrive.” 

McKinsey, ‘Diversity wins: How 
inclusion matters’, May 2020

The fact that so few organizations are already making the 
correlation between D&I matters and design intervention  
signals a huge opportunity for workplace planning and  
design to have a real and measurable impact. 

Close this gap and companies could find a whole new way  
of looking at how they bring people - all people - with them  
to compete in a post-pandemic world. Where being agile  
and flexible are key and D&I critical to organizational 
endurance and resilience.

The wider business literature has long championed 
that investing in D&I at a strategic level is - not only 
the right thing to do - but that it delivers tremendous 
value for companies shown to be wholly committed. 

McKinsey has been tracking how a more diverse 
leadership team leads to stronger performance since 
2014. For example, finding that the most gender-
diverse companies are likely to outperform the least 
gender-diverse by 48%.

In its latest report, ‘Diversity wins: How inclusion 
matters’, published May 2020, the consultancy 
identified that, even relatively diverse companies,  
still have a long way to go on the inclusion front.

They discovered that while employees are generally 
positive about the progress companies are making 
in respect of diversity (scoring 52% positive), they 
were highly negative when asked about inclusion 
(only 29% positive). 

Observing the need for companies to take “far 
bolder action to create long-lasting inclusive culture 
and to promote inclusive behaviours”. McKinsey 
analysts also shine a light on how inclusion has 
become even more important in the shifting 
context of the COVID-19 crisis. 

Seeing D&I in a different light

How inclusion matters
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What features and functionality facilitate ‘inclusion’? How should the new and 
improved norm take shape as offices plan for a phased return? 

The fall out from the Covid 19 pandemic is creating a physical divide in the interests 
of public health. As these barriers go up, it’s important to ensure that the emotional 
barriers don’t follow, but that the openness created by the crisis continues to empower 
employees’ to bring their ‘whole selves’ to the workplace.

Striking the right balance relies on re-imagining welcoming spaces that support 
psychological safety.

Google famously carried out its own two-year study (code-named Aristotle) into 
understanding what makes the most dynamic teams. Psychological safety was called 
out as one of five key drivers; i.e., how far employees feel constructively challenged, rather 
than threatened. 

The ‘safer’ a person feels the more willing are they to take interpersonal risks to fulfil their 
potential - like respectfully disagreeing with a senior colleague. 

In this respect, finding ways to remove a sense of unhelpful hierarchy and foster 
collaboration would be important design considerations. But the pandemic has given 
another layer of meaning to the concept of ‘psychological safety’ in the workplace. 

Public health has to be the top priority

Sanitation stations, visual social distancing cues, wider walkways, new desk 
configurations and reduced occupancy will be expected and all help instill that the right 
and proper precautions are in place. Health and safety has to take priority but by solely 
focusing on these types of measures bypasses the all-important wellbeing dimension.

Just in the same way that D&I tends to be interpreted very literally by leadership teams 
trying to reflect diversity more deeply in their organizational cultures. Typically, this might 
see the design scope limited to ramps for wheelchair users; prayer rooms; single-use, 
gender neutral washrooms; rooms for nursing mothers and the like.

Shaping the new and improved norm needs a 
more creative approach:  Without a stronger design 
influence, organizations will continue to think too 
literally about how workplaces can invite more 
diversity and ignite a greater sense of inclusion.

Commercial design  
consideration #3

3

9



10

The new and 
improved norm 
has to be both 
pragmatic and 
progressive.

Adopting design-thinking will  
take us further forward 

It’s putting human needs front and centre 
and therefore to achieve the necessary 
strides towards inclusion, corporations 
must take design-thinking to their core 
and, most importantly, to the hearts. 
Otherwise D&I initiatives simply won’t stick 
and the new norm will take us no further 
forward on these pressing issues. 

The truth is - as representatives of the disabled 
community have been at pains to point out - if 
universal design was already in place, many 
of the challenges governments are facing in 
keeping infection rates down would have been 
diminished. We would already have wider 
walkways, automated settings and adaptable 
work stations. It would be the norm.

Yet for all the people (31%) that believe 
inclusion will drive more design planning 
decisions in the future, more still believe it is 
unlikely to make any difference. This shows a 
lack of appreciation of the fact that designing 
for inclusion is ultimately about designing for 
people. Not subsets of people.

And when asked to define designing for D&I:

   It’s going above and beyond 
ADA (American Disability Act) 
requirements. Interactive walls 
that highlight and encourage 
inclusion, representation of 
different backgrounds.”

As participants observe:

   There’s a lot of pressure 
to do something to show 
alignment to the company’s 
diversity push but we struggle 
to do much other than provide 
prayer or lactation rooms.”

Interpreting inclusion too literally

The research carried out by CoreNet on behalf of Tarkett shows that there is an opportunity to address 
this conventional view of how inclusion could and should impact workplace design and strategy.

Will inclusion drive more design planning 
decisions after the pandemic?

YES

30%

6%

35%
29%

NO MAYBE I dont think 
it will make a 

difference

“ “



Joining the dots between policy, people and place 

In pursuit of enterprise-wide, inclusive design 
standards it can be easy to lose sight of the fact that 
the end-goal is not primarily efficiency. This may well 
be the upshot of being truly committed to D&I, but 
the first hurdle is engagement. 

Engagement leads to productivity and efficiency 
gains, but without that subtle shift in mindset, the 
human factor will be forever dismissed. Diversity 
may be evidenced on paper but the disconnect 
between policy, people and place will be an  
ongoing obstacle.

This happens when decision-makers start to focus 
on the needs of one under-represented group over 
another. It remains nothing more than a recruitment 
strategy. Inclusion is not just a case of calling out 
and catering for specific physical or cultural needs, 
but rather making those considerations all along - or 
at least striving to.

The ‘inclusive’ office has to be fluid:  Safe, 
comfortable, hackable spaces will make offices  
more fluid - allowing employers to seamlessly adapt 
to increasingly diverse end-user needs. 

“There needs to 
be greater user 
control, much 
more choice and 
intentionality of 
space”  
Survey participant

Commercial design  
consideration #4

4
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Flexibility:  
Space planning solutions 

should allow organizations 
and individuals to create 
environments for both 
concentrated work and 

collaboration

Enhancements:  
Giving end-users a greater 

sense of control.  Options such 
as free standing cubicles help 

create zones for concentration, 
or height-adjustable work 

surfaces and privacy screens 
enable the much-needed 

personalization of workstations. 

Configurability:  
Configurable components that 
provide businesses with shape-
shifting solutions. This would 
allow the reconfiguration from 

‘collaborative hub’ into traditional 
benching layouts with ease. An 
idea we further explore in the 

next section, as we touch on the 
notion of ‘hackable’ design.

Gensler’s design forecast series has long recognized the  
need to accommodate diverse ways of working with:



Accommodating diverse 
ways of working
Furthermore, inclusion is recognizing and 
accommodating diverse ways of working and 
different ways of engaging. Irrespective of 
age, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation 
or any other such identifying factor. 

There has been continuing debate over the role 
of the office and one of the likely outcomes of 
the Covid 19 pandemic is that it will become 
a place for face-to-face collaboration, while 
there will be much wider acceptance of home/
offsite working for focused tasks.

In line with this, more and more spaces will 
be designed with informal, collaborative 
interactions in-mind, channeling the hospitality 
and resimmercial influences that are  
already becoming commonplace in the 
commercial office. 

67% of those responding to the CoreNet 
survey believed more space will be made 
available for different types of interaction and 
that there will be an even stronger movement 
toward informal, laid back styles.
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With areas being designed 
for different types of 
interaction and hospitality 
and leisure merging with the 
traditional workplace, what 
will ‘inclusive’ look like? 

According to London-based colour, material and 
innovation consultancy, FranklinTill, greater flex 
and connection will be achieved by pursuing 
safe, comfortable space through ‘hackable 
design’. This means incorporating features that 
can see ‘zones’ easily transformed from formal 
meeting room to TED-style lecture with ease. 
And, ultimately, allowing end-users to determine 
how the space takes shape. 

In its ongoing collaboration with Tarkett, the 
consultancy is taking the concept of ‘The Fluid 
Workspace’ to end-users and designers. A 
premise built around flexibility - acknowledging 
that for the office to remain relevant (and 
inclusive) we need to find repeatable and 
ingenious ways of adapting seamlessly 

Right now there is a huge  
emphasis on safety and 
reconfiguring to enhance that 
physical and emotional need is 
the reality. But as office workers 
come back, perhaps with a 
renewed sense of purpose and 
differing priorities, the most 
accommodating workplace 
experiences will ultimately  
win-out.



13



14

Progress is developing and standing by an overarching 
policy in terms of people and process. Progressive 
is taking it to the next level by translating this into a 
workplace strategy that feeds into design, planning and 
specification. 

This may seem far-fetched, but consider where the 
sustainability drive started and how far it has come. 
Perhaps then, the notion that D&I could soon be a deal 
breaker (as acknowledged by the survey respondent 
above) is not such a big leap. 

The tipping point is near on gender and race issues. 
Disability is lagging but as addressed at Davos 2020 with 
the launch of ‘The Valuable 500’ and its commitment 
to getting disability inclusion on the leadership agenda, 
being ‘divers-ish’ won’t cut it as businesses compete for 
the very best talent to take them forward.

The introductory section posed the question: 
‘where are we on the journey to humanising the 
enterprise that is truly for everyone?’

It touched on the fact that there is an apparent lack of 
conviction among the world’s Corporates on defining diversity 
and inclusion in the first place.

Recent events shining a light on the unconscious bias that 
still exists in society have perhaps heightened this sense of 
nervousness when it comes to saying and doing the right thing 
- particularly in respect of D&I. This may be leading businesses 
to view their perceived lack of progress too harshly. 

Conclusion: Acknowledging 
we’re on a journey
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diversish
Adjective: diversish

Selectively inclusive of some types of people 
within a company, group or business, depending 
on which type suits the company best.

“Clients ask to 
see our policy and 
want assurances on 
using veteran and 
minority suppliers”
Survey participant



Heading in the right direction

For business leaders acutely aware of the distance still to go 
on D&I issues, this should come as a relief. There remains 
huge potential for human, purpose-led organizations to 
overcome the physical barriers and perceived hurdles that still 
hold back some sections of the workforce. The lack of expert 
design intervention being encouraged is a case-in-point. 

If only 10% see diversity and inclusion as a 
workplace strategy and design issue, then imagine 
the possibilities if the 90% could be convinced of 
the problem-solving role that design can play.   

Following the same path as sustainability 

Circling back to the parallels with the evolution of 
sustainability from ‘box ticking’ exercise to the all 
encompassing specification and design influence it is today, 
the pandemic presents a timely opportunity for corporations 
to revisit their stance on diversity and inclusion (D&I). And as 
they are forced to rethink the workplace, to do so with more 
empathetic eyes. In other words, to be more human. For, as 
this survey soundbite concludes:

15

 “The human factor has to be 
at the centre of all decisions 
about the workplace. Without 
science being part of the 
conversation, once again the 
workplace will fail the very 
human beings who bring 
diverse and inclusive ideas to 
the workplace.”

Survey participant



This was report was commissioned by Tarkett USA in collaboration with 
international market research company, CoreNet Global. The Rethinking The 
‘Sustainable’ Workplace Initiative is being run alongside a wider workplace  
research initiative being undertaken by Tarkett.

We will be launching the next report in this three-part series in the coming  
months, which explores the ‘Fluid Office’.

Tarkett, The Great Indoors & Rethinking Workplace global study 

The Great Indoors is a digital platform where we bring together industry research, thought leader 
contributions and focus group insights that explore what makes ‘The Great Indoors’, great.  

We made it our mission a decade ago to understand how we can help create ‘The Great Indoors’. 
With a focus on health and wellbeing, we set about designing flooring systems that counteract 
some of the challenges of being inside for such a large part of our lives. We recognise that since 
we started this journey, things have inevitably moved on. That today health and wellbeing in a wider 
‘future of work’ context is as much about the emotional as it is the physical environment. 

We spend 90% of our time indoors, but how we spend that time is changing. As part of our ongoing 
project, we are exploring the impact of this on the A&D community.  

Through our ongoing research initiatives, we aim to provide a better understanding of how changing 
behavioural trends might impact on commercial office design. How the lines between the personal 
and the professional, work and life, have long been blurring. We wanted to uncover how this trend is 
impacting on the design and specification of office environments, with the aim of facilitating wider 
discussion that gets to the heart of how we - designers, specifiers, suppliers - can all play a part in 
making ‘The Great Indoors’ indeed great and geared up for a new way of working

To date, Tarkett has gathered data from more than 8,900 office workers worldwide and hosted 
focus groups, seminars and webinars with architects and designers to discuss its findings, all with 
the aim of stimulating innovation and collaboration on best practice workplace design. 

Discover more about the Rethinking Workplace initiative at www.thegreatindoors.eu. 


