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Dear Mr. Peck: 

 

Dr. Jay Hellman has asked me to write to you about his virtual adjacency work and its potential 

value to government in particular.  I’m very pleased to do so.  Before the internet was widely used 

and long before terms like ‘social networking’ gained currency, Dr. Hellman, a far-sighted real 

estate developer, was looking at how emerging technologies could and, with commitment to 

sensible policy action, would transform the way we work; in the process changing people’s patterns 

of living, including where we work in relation to where we live, hence our daily commutes. 

 

Today we have the two parts of a ‘perfect storm’ that make it imperative to put into practice the 

kinds of ideas that Dr. Hellman has been refining and advocating.  First there are continuing 

technological developments that make it practical, now, for people to connect and work together 

very effectively online, in a ‘virtual environment’.  Then, there is a host of social and 

environmental factors, including rising energy costs and prices, increasing congestion on the 

roads, awareness of the degradation of the environment, and heightened concerns about security. 

 

Put these together and you have both some very wicked social problems that need to be solved 

and a practical means of dealing with them.  To bring them together it is necessary to legislate 

for, design, and build new habitats in which people live and work in a sustainable way.  This is 

where Dr. Hellman, his innovative ideas about ‘virtual adjacency,’ and his extensive experience 

as a property developer enter the picture.  He has both the vision and the practical knowledge – 

and it takes both – to make ‘greener,’ sustainable habitats and lifestyles a reality. 
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GMU and my program:  Organization Development and Knowledge Management 

As a professor at George Mason University, my interests intersect with those of Dr. Hellman 

because I am interested in work and organizations.  I see Dr. Hellman’s virtual adjacency work 

as contributing to better – more effective – organizations that enable people to do better work 

and do so more cost-effectively.  These are central issues in our ground-breaking Masters degree, 

focusing on knowledge-work and on how to organize it, that I introduced in the mid ‘90s. 

 

A century ago the factory system transformed societies.  Today, most people are knowledge 

workers.  Knowledge-work has nothing in common with factory-work and, once again, we are 

facing a seismic shift in how we organize work and the larger society.  Our program, in 

Organization Development and Knowledge Management, prepares graduate professionals to 

handle this shift and to help organizations do so.  On top of the agenda is the question, how to 

transform the work environment so it matches the work people actually do, so they work 

effectively and produce good results. 

 

Dr. Hellman understands something few people do: ‘organization’ is not a fixed concept and we 

need to design and build organizations that suit their purposes and that fit the social and 

technological conditions of the time.  An organization could be a hierarchy, based on principles 

of command-and-control, a very loose coalition of people in a network, a small group of people 

who see and interact with each other every day, or elements of all three.  You would not organize 

a team of software developers like a call center.  Developers need to interact with one another 

and their clients and they need to be agile, able to change direction when they hit a problem. 

 

Knowledge workers, who work in teams and networks, organize themselves.  To do this they 

need to collaborate, talk, and share knowledge.  But, a factory mindset still prevails at work and 

they are hampered by obsolete management practices.  Technology plays an important role in 

changing all this.  You don’t have to look far (e.g. Face Book and Twitter) to appreciate how 

well technology connects people.  Lots of work can be done – organized – by virtual 

collaboration and, for practical reasons (e.g. offices on both the East and West Coast or workers 

traveling for many reasons), is done this way.   

 

Properly conceived and implemented, Dr. Hellman’s notion of ‘virtual adjacency’ enables us to 

break both the organizational silos – so people can work together effectively at a distance  

(virtual adjacency bridges time and space) – and overcome a log-jam of social and environmental 

problems that have to do with being poorly organized.   

 

Redesigning organizations, so they serve their purposes well, is no simple matter.  We have to 

look at work as well as other social issues through many lenses.  This is where Dr. Hellman’s 

work on virtual adjacency, the effective redesign of the urban environment, and what this can do 

for costs and sustainability, is especially valuable.  It covers various areas including the 

intersection of infrastructure for transportation, energy use, information technology, and 

telecommunications.   

 

A proposal I produced with Dr. Hellman on integrating the disparate components of Homeland 

Security more effectively (‘E Pluribus Unum: Remaking the DHS’ http://tinyurl.com/2bysmtq) 
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illustrates how the thinking that takes these different factors into account leads to redesigning an 

organization.  Building a campus won’t ensure that employees share knowledge or a common 

identity. Often it creates more problems than it solves.   

 

Our proposal is an example of rethinking the idea of a ‘government organization’.  It involves 

replacing a century-old and increasingly impractical and costly model of co-located workers in 

large city-center, or recently non-centrally located suburban, buildings with small, prestigious 

centrally-located head offices and a distributed workforce of employees who work largely from 

buildings strategically located near their homes as well as at home. 

 

La Plata is poised to be the ideal “Petri dish” to serve as a regional and national model 

I am particularly excited by the work Dr. Hellman has been doing with his real estate partners to 

make the concept of virtual adjacency a reality.  Having identified La Plata, Maryland as a good 

location for this purpose in 1986, they have purchased enough land in the right location (between 

the College of Southern Maryland and the Town of La Plata, at the intersection of the major 

roads, with four fiber-optic networks on site) to bring the vision to fruition.  And, Dr. Hellman 

patiently guided them to complete a comprehensive Vision Planning exercise to manage growth 

over the next century. 

 

La Plata is much more than a real estate development project when you understand what is 

behind it.  It is a model in the real sense of the word: a tool for learning how to create the kind of 

organization that serves the work, social, and economic needs of the future.  For some workers, 

virtual adjacency is sufficient for them to collaborate effectively.  Others, however, need to blend 

virtual with physical adjacency (handshake and hug face-to-face interaction).  With its proximity 

to Washington, D.C., La Plata makes both pure virtual and blended modes of organizing possible 

and research among workers there, on which forms of organization work best, will provide 

useful data on the what’s, why’s, when’s, and how’s of each. 

 

The way we organize society today was shaped a long time ago.  There is a growing consensus 

that our future must be and will be different, but we have a lot to learn about what is practical, 

sensible, and how to get there.  To shape the future and solve problems created in the past, we 

need progressive government agencies that are thinking and doing the kinds of the things Dr. 

Hellman is advocating.   

 

GMU is poised to work with you and Dr. Hellman and Dr. Gottfried at the College of Southern 

Maryland, and Dr. Offstein at Frostburg State University to achieve important goals. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark Addleson, Ph.D. 

Cell: 703 963-1944 


