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Connectivity, mobility, the ability to work collaboratively – some trends in office furnishings were no surprise to the 40,000 plus attendees to NeoCon World’s Trade Fair, the annual contract furnishings industry trade show held this past June in Chicago. Dozens of examples of freestanding office furniture and conference tables were newly-wired, demonstrating how seamlessly connected their users would be to power, voice and data. Dave Spannaus, Principal of Stamford Office Furniture observed, “Most of the manufacturers are responding to the demand for connectivity. And since there are so many ways of connecting to electrical, voice and data – from zone distribution products to raised flooring products to wireless internet devices – everyone is trying to be as flexible and all-encompassing as possible.” The ability to videoconference was available as an option at the high end of the performance scale. 
Imagine any piece of furniture on casters and it was there – from training tables to storage cabinets; from marker boards to soft seating; from lecterns to “work islands.” As usual, ergonomic functionality was an important consideration in all the new furnishings that were shown. Several of the major systems manufacturers focused less on new products and more on various ways to use their product line to create a great office environment. 
The growing interest in sustainable design, meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs1, was evident in the fact that manufacturers could display the “green” symbol if they were exhibiting a qualifying product as well as in the GREENlifeTM exhibit that was designed using LEED-CI principles and in the Green Walk tours. Both the creation of products from recycled materials and the creation of products that are mostly or fully recyclable were emphasized. A unique textile, Kira, made completely of bio-based fiber derived from the plant sugars of corn was introduced by Herman Miller this year. The fabric can be used in a variety of applications and is completely compostable at the end of its life. For their foresighted R&D efforts in the creation of Kira Herman Miller won a gold award.

Color

Besides “green” the predominant textile colors were neutrals and orange. Bernhardt Design, for example, upholstered their featured products such as Vero and Orly sofas and chairs in a vivid combination of red and orange against a backdrop of their other seating choices which were shown in off-white. Quite common among the pool of exhibitors was the elegant combination of off-white with a dark wood. Though a range of veneer colors is available from most of the casegoods manufacturers, the colors chosen for display at NeoCon continued along the two- or three-year-old trend toward dark woods as well. The prevailing walnut, mahogany and dark cherry presentations were then accented with very light maple arrangements. 
Wired

Though one could plug a laptop in at displays by most of the major manufacturers, a few deserving award winners showed true originality, introducing products that look and function differently than any others in the same category. HBF received two gold awards, one for LOGICwork, a technology-smart casegoods system of elements attached to horizontal beams and vertical columns and one for LOGICmeet, a handsome conferencing collection that features power- and data-connected tables. The metal finish colors Satin Bronze and Satin Pewter were combined with cherry and maple veneers.

Gold award winner for Workplace Technologies, Nucraft, debuted Mural, a system of bases and vertical structures that include choices for storage, lighting and power to accommodate any meeting activity from a simple PowerPoint presentation to sophisticated videoconferencing. Known for being the definitive source for conference furnishings that support technology, Nucraft scaled back to meet a broader market with the Saber conferencing collection, winning a silver award in the process. 
Wheels
The marketing gurus would have you believe that Americans in 2004 have too many choices and appreciate it when someone narrows the field for them but when it comes to office furniture, it appears that the ability to endlessly reconfigure is a high priority. NeoCon showrooms were rife with folding and nesting training tables on casters, many in geometric shapes that allow these tables to fit together in an endless number of formations. Among the simpler choices in mobile, powered tables was Fixtures’ Syllabus training table with pop up electrical outlets. KwikFile displayed a mobile, wired, locking laptop cabinet that would hold and recharge a maximum of 24 laptop computers. 
Less is more

Just as hemlines in the ’60s gradually rose, panel heights in the ’00s are continuing to drop. Both phenomena were designed to encourage collaboration, albeit a different kind. Winner of the gold award for Furniture Systems was Herman Miller’s Abak freestanding system, flaunting panels that rise a mere 18 inches above the worksurface. Abak is being introduced in the United States after several years of success in Europe and Asia and it is representative of the narrow profile common among European furniture systems. It will be available in late 2004. 
Another star of the show was gold award winner Humanscale for the Liberty Chair. Liberty achieves of one of Humanscale’s long-time seating goals – to provide an ergonomically correct fit with as few manual adjustments as possible. The mesh back is made of three panels that provide lumbar support with no external mechanisms. The Liberty Chair will also be available in late 2004.
Space
Retro textile patterns, Jetson’s-style seating, even a chair named Orbit – all of these were seen in clever combination with brand new furnishings and new ways to outfit your office’s reception or informal meeting space. Several manufacturers introduced seating and table collections designed for lobbies or community spaces. The Orbit chair by Bernhardt Design was shown with Balance, a seating and table collection that features cylindrical, drum-like stools on casters. 

Gunlocke won a gold award for Sojourn, one unit of which could be a combination lounge chair (with or without a tablet arm), side table, lamp, and mini-wall holding a framed photo. Along with Harter’s corporate rebranding, the company unveiled Forum, a collection of tubular-based seating and tables for which they won a silver award. Forum’s simple lines are offset by the rich colors of the back-painted glass tabletops and by the use of striking fabrics now available thanks to Harter’s recent alliance with Unika Vaev.
A return to the Classics
Having withstood the test of time and trend, the designs of Ward Bennett, Ray and Charles Eames and Le Corbusier were on display side by side with those of Jhane Barnes, Ayse Birsel, Massimo Vignelli and Hans Wegner. Geiger International, for example, received a gold award for the H-Frame Storage Unit which was shown with the Scissor Chair. At Geiger’s off-site showroom other Ward Bennett pieces were displayed: the Envelope Chair, the Sled Chair, the Sled Storage Unit and the University Chair. 
Every exhibitor at NeoCon was still acutely aware of the country’s economic challenges and of business owners’ attention to assets such as office furniture. Perhaps the most common thread among all of the manufacturers present was the initiative to create products that can be grouped with or added to existing installations. In that manner it is possible to refresh the look and functionality of an office without the time and expense of starting from scratch. 
1 This is the definition of sustainability used in the Brundtland Report, which was produced by The World Commission on Development and Environment in 1987, according to the Alliance for  Global Sustainability: http://globalsustainability.org
