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The workspace of the future is a lot
more than a typical office cubicle. It
may be a coffee shop, the living room,

an airport terminal, or anywhere technolo-
gy can provide connections. Laptops
already allow many people to work remote-
ly, but the trend is gaining momentum with
advances such as virtual reality avatars and
telepresence robots.

“People are working not only from home
but from wherever it is convenient,” says
Ted Schadler,  an analyst at Forrester
Research who studies mobile collaboration
technology.  “Some people may leave early
and then work at home after they put the
kids to bed.” A 2012 survey by software firm
Citrix found 90 percent of US employers
allowed “mobile work styles.” 

And the practice is almost as widespread
in China (85 percent), Brazil (81 percent),
India (77 percent), Britain (72 percent),
France and Germany (71 percent each). The
next leap may be the introduction of tech-
nologies to allow robots or virtual reality to
fill the gap of face-to-face communications.
So-called telepresence robots allow a kind
of videoconferencing.

A product made by California startup
Double Robotics uses an iPad attached to a
self-balancing scooter which can roam
around an office and interact with col-
leagues. The robots have been satirized on
television comedies, but Jay Liew of Double
Robotics says companies are warming to
them. “We’ve had customers tell us they
can’t remember when the person was really
there and when the robot was there,” Liew
told AFP. “After the initial excitement wears
off, it’s not just a robot. It’s John.  It’s
Connie, from the Seattle office.”

And the person working remotely can
be a part of the “team” by moving around
the office, chatting in the break room, or
“stopping by” a colleague’s desk to ask a
question. Another technique allows people
to interact in a cartoon-like world via their
“avatars”-or images they create. Jeremy
Bailenson, director of the Virtual Human
Interaction Lab at Stanford University, said
virtual meetings can in many cases be bet-

ter than those taking place face-to-face.

Virtual handshake 
“People say there is nothing like the

handshake and eye contact,” he said. “I
build systems that allow you to have that
handshake and eye contact.” Bailenson says
an individual can tweak his or her avatar to
produce features and body language. “So I
can do things in a virtual meeting that can
make me a more effective sales person,
make me a better leader,” he told AFP.

Bailenson said virtual reality offers a host
of advantages such as reducing commut-
ing fuel costs and road accidents and sav-
ing time. But for it to gain mass adoption, it

should be more natural, without the cum-
bersome helmets and sensors now
required. Bailenson added that Facebook’s
$2 billion acquisition of the virtual reality
firm Oculus Rift suggests the trend may be
accelerating.

Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg
recently visited his lab “so maybe we are at
a tipping point.” Ford has begun using vir-
tual reality in its Immersion Lab, allowing
design engineers to collaborate on items
like sideview mirrors and concealed wind-
shield wipers.

Like ‘Second Life’    
The auto giant says the collaboration is

“like a Second Life game,” referring to the

popular 3D virtual world game. “We now
have Ford designers and engineers around
the world working together virtually -
inside and side-by-side - on the same prod-
uct,” said Ford virtual reality specialist
Elizabeth Baron. Kori Inkpen Quinn, who
studies human-computer interaction at
Microsoft Research, said her studies sug-
gest colleagues are comfortable with video

interaction such as with a telepresence
robot but that most are not ready for the
cartoonish avatars of virtual reality.

“Even if I’m comfortable looking like a
cat, you might not be comfortable having a
business meeting with a cat,” she said.
Lindsey Pollak, a workplace consultant for
the insurance firm The Hartford, says
changes may be driven by younger tech-
savvy people coming into the workforce.
“They are digital natives and expect the
workplace will be as digital savvy and as
flexible as they’ve seen in the consumer
market,” she told AFP.

One problem is that employees may face
more stress because they never really stop
and disconnect from work. A recent Gallup
survey found one-third of full-time workers
say their employer expects them to check
email and stay in touch after the business
day ends. “This is becoming the new nor-
mal and it is creating tremendous stress,”
Pollak said. “Stress and depression is one of
the reasons Millennials are taking disability
leave.” — AFP

Workspace of the future: Everywhere

Marc DeVidts, President and Co-founder of Double Robotics poses for a photo with a
“Double” Robot at the company’s corporate office in Sunnyvale, California on May
16, 2014. — AFP photos 

A Telepresence “Double” Robot is seen
connected to a charging Dock.

The backsides of three Telepresence
“Double” Robots are seen.

Tanning beds and sun lamps will carry
new warnings that they should not be
used by anyone under age 18, part of a

government action announced Thursday
aimed at reducing skin cancer linked to the
radiation-emitting devices. 

The Food and Drug Administration has
regulated tanning machines for over 30
years, but the agency is now requiring more
prominent warnings about the cancer risks of
indoor tanning. Makers of sun lamps and
related devices must include a bold label,
known as a black box warning stating that
they should not be used by people under age
18. Additionally, manufacturers must provide
more warnings about cancer risks in pam-
phlets, catalogues and websites that pro-
mote their products. Those materials must
warn that the devices shouldn’t be used by
people who have had skin cancer or have a
family history of the disease.

For years, medical groups have urged the
US government to take action on tanning
beds because of rising rates of skin cancer
among teenagers and 20-somethings, partic-
ularly women. Over 76,000 new cases of
melanoma, the deadliest form of skin cancer,
are expected to be diagnosed this year, and
the disease is expected to cause 9,710
deaths, according to the American Cancer
Society. While most cases are diagnosed in
people in their 40s and 50s, the disease is
linked to sun exposure at a young age. But
melanoma is also the second-most common
form of cancer among young adults, accord-
ing to the American Academy of
Dermatology.

An estimated 2.3 million US teenagers tan
indoors each year. A spokeswoman for the
American Academy of Dermatology said she
hoped the federal move would spur more
states to take action. Twenty four states

already have laws banning minors from using
indoor tanning equipment. “The FDA has tak-
en a very strong stand about indoor tanning
and this will, I think, really encourage addi-
tional states to strengthen their indoor tan-
ning restrictions,” said Dr Mary Maloney of
the University of Massachusetts Medical
School.

The FDA is also requiring manufacturers
to meet certain safety and design require-

ments, including timers and limits on the
radiation levels the products produce.
Previously the FDA classif ied tanning
machines as low-risk devices, in the same
group as bandages and tongue depressors.
As part of Thursday’s action the FDA reclassi-
fied all tanning beds and sun lamps as high-
er-risk, class II devices. The switch allows FDA
to review their safety and design before man-
ufacturers begin selling them. —AP

FDA warns 
against indoor tanning 

Teresa Lynch, owner of Dynamic Tanning in DeKalb, wipes down a tanning bed. — AP 




