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“The skyscraper is an artifact of an era when
technology was frail and transportation
inefficient, and people had to be
together to do their jobs. The need
for new ones now is nil.
There is no logical reason to
ever build another Empire
State Building” — David
Birch, president of Cognetics,
a Massachusetts marketing
and economic forecasting
firm, as quoted in the
October 20, 1996 Chicago
Tribune

Proponents of telecommuting, the
growing phenomenon whereby employees work
from their home and keep in touch electronically,
are adamant in their belief that their time is com-
ing. Studies have shown that with telecommuting,
productivity increases and overhead decreases, two
obviously desirable outcomes. It also is viewed as
an employee benefit, and therefore is a useful tool
in employee recruitment and retention.

Still, I’m not convinced that the age of the cen-
tralized office is dead.

True, working at home decreases distractions
and therefore should increase productivity. But it’s
also true that many of these so-called distractions
are actually quite useful in promulgating informa-
tion exchange between members of a combined
workforce. Employees who are scattered at remote
sites often are unaware of the activities of their co-
workers, which, while increasing individual effi-
ciency, decreases combined efficiency.

There’s also a control factor involved. Right or
wrong, employment compensation is based in part
on hours worked. In the Chicago Tribune article

quoted earlier, one of the
benefits touted for telecom-
muniting is the ability of a
worker to run errands during
the day or take a break for a
tennis match. I’m not sure
how many employers are going

to be thrilled that their workers
are only at their desks six hours a

day—regardless of how much work
they’re finishing.

Even if large portions of your workforce
are telecommuting, there’s still a need for a cen-

tral office, whether it’s for administrative work,
record keeping or occasional meetings.

Also, there’s the societal costs to consider. As
fewer workers are based in downtown areas, the
result is suburban sprawl, less funding for muse-
ums and cultural arts, and increased roadway and
infrastructure costs.

And finally, there’s a prestige factor involved.
When Chicago’s suburbs received new telephone
area codes, there was some grumbling. But when
the city itself split into two area codes, one essen-
tially for the central business district and one for
everyone else, businesses losing the 312 area code
were unhappy about a perceived loss of prestige.
The same prestige factor holds true for a business-
es address. Locating your business in the world’s
tallest building is a lot more impressive than in the
spare room of someone’s townhouse.

As long as there are advantages to a downtown,
central location, and as long as newer buildings
offer more advanced features, there will be a mar-
ket for high-rise construction.
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