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1. What are chance encounters in the workplace? 

Chance encounters or collisions are interactions between employees that would perhaps not 

otherwise meet. The textbook describes offices where “employees are encouraged to circulate 

around, bump into each other, and then cluster in spaces such as cafes and share their ideas” 

(p.370).  

2. Why do some companies think that chance encounters are important in an office setting? 

Waber et al. argue that for these companies, chance encounters – discussions, conversations, or 

communications between employees who might not ordinarily talk to each other – are an important 

way through which creativity and innovation are improved and increased in a workplace. The 

textbook (p.370) discusses the way that these sort of interactions are particularly valued in 

‘knowledge-intensive sectors of industry’ because the value in this knowledge is realised when it is 

shared with others.   

3. What sorts of measures have been put in place to ensure these collisions happen? 

Waber et al. give examples of changes that Facebook, Yahoo, and Samsung have made to enhance 

the possibilities of employees engaging in chance encounters. Both Waber et al. (p.72) and the 

textbook (p.370) discuss the coffee machines at Telenor, a telecommunications company. Smaller 

coffee machines were replaced with fewer, larger coffee machines as part of a drive towards 

employees moving and interacting more around the building. Waber et al. detail further examples 

throughout the article.  

4. What sort of data has been collected to demonstrate that this works? What are some of the 

limitations of data of this sort? 

Waber et al. point to a number of different ways that interactions between employees have been 

measured (p.70) and detail results of the sociometric badges worn to track interactions in a number 

of different organizations (pp72-73). The badges tracked interactions which were then cross-

referenced against performance. Data suggested that when interactions increased within a company, 

so did performance. However, the badges were worn on an opt-in basis and individual data was 

anonymized. Therefore it is difficult to tell whether all the interactions had a significantly positive 

bearing on the innovation and creativity or whether there are specific types of interaction that 

particularly support this.  

5. Why is the setup of some office spaces not conducive to chance encounters?  

Waber et al. (p.71) discuss the ways that traditionally offices are set up in order to maximize the 

number of employees in the space available, in order to keep costs as low as possible – changes in 

thinking are required to move towards this way of working — for example, seeing long-term profits, 

innovation increase, etc., rather than just office spaces costs, and offsetting these against each other.  

6. What happens when individuals can’t share the same physical space? 
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Waber et al. argue that “the buildings we go to every day haven’t changed as much as have the tools 
we use to get work done” (p.71). They go on to suggest that the interplay of physical space and 
digital technologies can help to increase the number of interactions that an employee has in a day, 
outlining a case study of a company operating across 26 different countries (p.73). Firstly, space in 
their offices across the world is designed, as above, to maximize the number of physical interactions 
individuals will have over course of a working day. Secondly, they employ a community manager 
who acts as a facilitator to open virtual spaces that are created to engineer collisions between 
employees not working in the same building, or even in the same country. However, the point out 
that this is not something that is easy to do “understanding how digital and physical spaces work 
together is crucial to improving workspace but also an incredibly complicated design challenge.” 
(p.75) 
 

7. What are some of the tensions that are created by chance encounters in the workplace? 

Waber et al. discuss an example (p.75) of an employee who finds a new way of working which saves 

time. If she keeps this to herself she improves her performance but this has no major impact on that 

of the rest of her team. If she takes time to share this with others her performance may temporarily 

drop but overall the rest of the team will be more effective. The key tension they highlight here is 

that in most workplaces, performance reviews are based on the individual rather than wider team or 

even wider company performance. Therefore, if a company values collisions between employees, 

wider factors than individual productivity need to be taken into account when assessing the 

performance of individuals.  

8. Is improving a business simply about space and use of space? Are there any other factors 

you can think of? 

Waber et al. argue that building or creating large social spaces is not an answer in itself (p.73). 

Instead they argue that a company needs a clear vision of what it is trying to achieve. They go on to 

give the example that what worked at one company did not work at another, because they had 

different aims (p.74). The textbook (p.370) also points to a number of studies that have criticized the 

open-plan office for both the level of noise and distraction and the lack of privacy.  

It would also be helpful here for students to think about other factors that might impact here – 

company culture(s) and ways of working may also factor into creativity and innovation increasing in 

the workplace.  

9. What is the Allen curve (p.73)? How do new ways of working impact on this? 

The Allen curve is a way of measuring the relationship between physical distance and frequency of 

communications in employees. Allen discovered that individuals were much more likely to 

communicate with people in close proximity to them than they were with those further away. 

Thomas J Allen wrote the book Managing the Flow of Technology over 40 years ago, so it is possible 

that new technologies and new ways of working could have impacted on the relevance of his theory. 

However, current research in this area suggests that the Allen curve still applies even when 

individuals are working remotely.   

10. For Waber et al., what does the future of the urban office look like? Can you think of any 

barriers to this?  
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The article begins by outlining the ways in which the boundaries between offices, public spaces, and 

neighbourhoods are being broken down, suggesting “a future in which the corporate office is a 

semipermeable public-private space woven into the urban fabric.” (p.71). They end the article 

discussing the rise and popularity of ‘coworking’ spaces (p.75), in which freelancers and individuals 

from different companies share office space in order to share ideas, innovate, and become part of a 

community. While the first examples of these, which came out of big cities in the mid-2000s, were 

built by members of the community rather than by professionals, data supports the use of these 

spaces for the increase in productivity and networks and a decrease in the isolation people working 

alone often experience. In addition to this, data suggests that the majority of those working in these 

spaces “trust” (p.76) those they share the space with. Waber et al. go on to outline the way that 

some cities have started to build coworking spaces into their urban design.  

However, knowledge-intensive companies are just one part of industry; in other areas, companies 

may be reluctant to share space and ideas with other companies. Others may place less value on 

innovation and creativity than they do on individual productivity, and for others the set-up of the 

coworking space may be counter-productive to their aims and ways of working.  As outlined in the 

textbook (p.370), other writers have critiqued the value of coworking and collision within the 

workplace.  

 


