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was shown beautifully in All-
steel’s partnership with Nor-
mann Copenhagen, which brings 
accessible Danish design to the 
North American contract work-
place. Normann Copenhagen’s 
mission is to create original and 
innovative products in a simple 
and contemporary design that 
withstands the test of time.

Teknion’s showroom was filled 
with these simple, yet spectacu-
lar products. Two of them are 
worth noting. The Emote Private 
Office, designed by Mario Ruiz, 
launches in September. Emote 
takes a fresh look at how simple 
tools like desks, thought boards, 
personal desk accessories and 
cabinets — all with a splash of 
color — can change a private of-
fice from a stuffy, stifling space to 
one that fosters creativity.

Though it was designed by 
Bene, the Teknion Bene Box is 
worth noting, too. It is as simple 
as it gets: a simple plywood box 
that can be used to build desks, 
tables, stools, shelves and stor-
age. It easily assembles, disas-
sembles and can be modified by 
hand in just a few quick steps 
to create whatever settings are 
required.

Montisa, which enjoyed 
NeoCon in its cool new show-
room on the 11th floor, showed 
off its simple systems product, 
Clive. Designed in conjunction 
with Chicago-based Q Design, 
Clive uses a simple-to-assemble 
metal and wood skeleton with 
easy-to-remove felt panels to 
create slick private workspaces.
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NeoCon Highlighted Different Strategies, 
New Ideas

A DEFINITE MOVE TOWARD SIMPLICITY WAS SEEN AT NEOCON THIS YEAR.

By Rob Kirkbride
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Was it ever announced 
that NeoCon was start-
ing at 8 a.m. instead of 

9 a.m.?
Didn’t it seem like there was a 

lot more security around?
NeoCon seemed a lot younger, 

right?
The weather was so spectacular 

it made it difficult to stay away 
from the drive along the back of 
theMART, didn’t it?

NeoCon 2019 left us with a lot 
to talk about. The crowds were 

strong for the most part, al-
though not record-breaking. The 
elevator lines were manageable. 
But let’s focus on who was there, 
what went right and some of the 
trends that came out of NeoCon 
2019.

A focus on simplicity
A definite move toward simplic-

ity was seen at NeoCon this year. 
Products that are easy to use, self 
adjust and forgo the usual design 
frippery were everywhere. That 

does not mean these products 
lacked features; it just means 
they were created with minimal-
ism in mind.

Products like the Haworth 
Cabana Lounge, designed by 
Patricia Urquiola, fit the simple-
is-better category. On the sur-
face, Cabana Lounge is a simple 
sofa system. But a close look at it 
shows the unique ways it inte-
grates power, shelving, simple 
storage and privacy.

This drive toward simplicity 
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Storage, but not for papers
Several interesting storage 

products showed up at NeoCon, 
but none of them were really for 
storing paper. Workers bring a lot 
of stuff with them into the office, 
and there needs to be a place for 
it. Several companies are step-
ping up to help.

HON’s Fuse storage is for ev-
erything a worker takes into the 
office. It can be used to store files, 
but that’s not its chief job. Fuse 
takes personal storage to the next 
level, with sizes and options that 
just make more sense for what’s 
being stowed today. It might be 
tech gear and work tools, but 
Fuse is also for things like run-
ning shoes and protein bars. Stor-
age isn’t the sexiest product in 

the office, so HON decided to give 
Fuse a splash of color.

One of the coolest new product 
collections, which could be filed 
in the storage category or the 
aforementioned simplicity silo, 
came from Arcadia. The Work-
Smith collection was designed to 
support the makerspace move-
ment and its influence across 
businesses, schools and health 
care facilities. WorkSmith, de-
signed by Rainlight, is comprised 
of artisan-style objects that add a 
more human element to spaces. 
Storage products, carts, stools 
and desks are among its ele-
ments.

Further proof storage can be 
cool came from Pedrali. Boxie, 
designed by Claudio Dondoli and 

Marco Pocci, is a storage prod-
uct with minimal, essential lines 
and a lightness created by using 
a coated steel frame equipped 
with drawers, alternated with 
tops, both made in polypropyl-
ene. Boxie was designed to fit into 
latest-generation offices, open 
spaces and co-working hubs. If 
you want to see a storage product 
that is actually beautiful, look to 
Boxie.

Many smaller trends at NeoCon 
are worth watching as well.

The industry is becoming 
younger

Yes, yes, I am getting older, 
so it would seem the industry 
is getting younger no matter 
what. But it really did feel as if a 
younger crowd was at the show 
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this year. I’m not sure if age is a 
demographic theMART follows, 
but anecdotally, there seems to 
be a youth movement going on at 
NeoCon.

To be sure, the gray-haired 
veterans still outnumber the 
millennials, but there was a pal-
pable shift toward the young. And 
I’m not just talking about design-
ers. The manufacturer show-
rooms had a noticeable number 
of 20-somethings as well.

I interviewed Emily Iwanicki, 
national sales manager at Tonik, 
a company based near Chicago 
that makes plastic furniture for 
the outdoor, education and cor-
porate market, and she jokingly 
said she was still drunk from the 
night before. “You can puke on 
this stuff and bleach clean it, no 
problem,” she said, describing 
her company’s furniture while 
perched atop it. That would not 
come out of the mouth of a Baby 
Boomer national sales director, I 
can assure you.

Still, this youth movement 
is very, very good news for the 
industry, which was in danger of 
literally dying off. To create an 
industry that matters, we need to 
listen to the people that matter. 
And that’s the young folks.

Showrooms looked 
dramatically different (and 
are a lot more fun)

A decade ago, you could walk 
around NeoCon and not know 
you were crossing the threshold 
from one showroom to the next. 
Everything looked the same. All 
that has changed. It was incred-
ible to experience a dramati-
cally different look and feel in 

just about every showroom in 
theMART.

Take, for example, the Sixinch. 
The wildly colorful showroom 
was bright and fun, a great way 
to show off its playful collec-
tion of coated-foam furniture. If 
featured a lineup of classic video 
games from the 1980s along an 
entire wall. Contrast that with 
the elegance of the new Hightow-
er showroom on the 11th floor.

And heck, people seemed to be 
having a lot of fun, too. Maybe 
it helps that parties seem to be 
starting earlier and earlier ev-
ery year. A decade ago, parties 
started promptly at 4 p.m. Today, 
many of the parties never end. 
The Jasper Group started tap-
ping beer at 9 a.m. each day and 
never stopped pouring. 

Innovation is there … barely
Some innovation is going on at 

NeoCon, but you have to search 
for it. The seventh floor is always 
a good place to start with small-
er, up-and-coming companies 
around every corner. Sometimes 
the innovation comes in the most 
unlikely of places.

On one end of the seventh floor 
was LOGICDATA, showing off 
its new DYNAMIC MOTION 
system. The integrated system 
features a new generation of sit/
stand workstation components 
that eliminate the need for exter-
nal control boxes.

“The new DYNAMIC MO-
TION system highlights a drastic 
shift in perception of what ad-
justable furniture not only can 
be, but should be,” said Stefan 
Knappitsch, LOGICDATA North 
America president. “We are 

proud of LOGICDATA’s reputa-
tion for innovation and quality, 
and remain relentless in the pur-
suit of advancements in mecha-
tronic solutions for the evolving 
workplace.”

Integrating the control unit 
into the actuator eliminated the 
need for external control boxes 
while dramatically increasing re-
sponsiveness. Likewise, state-of-
the-art brushless motor technol-
ogy reduces component wear out.

LOGICDATA literally showed 
off too many new products to 
note in this limited space, but 
some highlights include a high-
speed prototype desk that moves 
at 100 millimeters per second 
and a smart office product called 
LOGIClink that senses and com-
bines data on desk use and utili-
zation. It was a great NeoCon for 
the Austrian company.

As far as overall innovation is 
concerned, NeoCon 2019 was a 
dud. I ran into a Grand Rapids 
designer a few days after the 
show was over, and he called the 
lack of innovation “a disaster.” I 
don’t know if I’d go that far, but 
I was underwhelmed by what I 
saw, which is shocking given the 
profound changes happening in 
the way people work.

Here is a challenge for 2020: 
The industry needs to innovate 
and lead, not create knee-jerk 
products after licking a finger 
and sticking it up in the air to see 
which way the wind is blowing. 
Just because resimercial is a hot 
trend does not mean we need to 
blindly follow it. Our industry has 
a lot of smart people. It is time we 
lead the way. BoF
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