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1 Offices

We can make the changing
office a better place to work

We still need — and want — the office. And there are
lots of ideas for how it will work post-pandemic

Words: Ruth Slavid

Above BOP's
refurbishment of

the 1870s Merrion
House for l_eeds City
Council allowed them
to consolidate more of
their staff on the one
site, while radically
improving their
working environment.
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Will we ever get back to the office? Thishas been

afrequent questionduringthe Covid lockdown.

One person who is convinced that we will is |

Edward Williams, managingdirector of Edward |

Williams Architects. Speakingat the RIBA

PiP webinar on office developments, Williams

showed asmallbutdelightful project that he has

designed,repurposinganexistingbuildingina |

mewsinPaddington, .ondon.
Evenmoreinteresting washis conviction

that we must returnto work in offices. ‘Our own

office has been 60-70% lessefficient when working

fromhome,' he said. And this wasdespitethe |

fact that ‘we arebenefiting from the fly wheel

effect of having worked together in offices when

working from home now.’ Hebelieves that ‘we

overestimate that when we think about what

working from home means for the future.’

SunilJohal,directorof BeFlow Consultancy,
adevelopment consultancy, also agrees that we
need offices, although he thinksthat theywill be
very different fromthe ones we haveknownup
until now. ‘It’simpossible to miss the importance
ofsocialinteractiontohumansociety, he said.
Butheremindedattendees that wearemoving
intoaworkforce with up to five generations. It is
thehugenumber of young peopleenteringthe
workforce who will shape the future.

‘Young workers want to create networks,
friends who will support themlater inlife,’ Johal
said. ‘How canyou dothisif you are not together?
The workplace must notfeellikeaprisoncell - it
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must feellike acreative hub, a place that sparks
and nurtures new ways of thinking.’

Wewillinsome waysbe movingbacktoa
pre-industrial model of work, he argued, where,
before theintroduction ofthe factory there wasno
concept of how long you worked or at what time.
Instead, work wasmeasuredinterms of output.

Johal's vision of the office of the future was
fascinating, if alittle perturbing. Youngpeople
will, he said, be choosing their workspace
based onfacilitiesandlifestyle, butalsoon
sustainability. Hesuggested the possibility of
touchlessoffices, toget round the fact that touch
points are where viruses cansurvive. And, he
said, virtual reality willlink the nucleus with
more distant workers. Thisis a technology for
which we have already seen demonstrations.

More radical was hisbelief thatthe office
could deliver good health, possibly extending
workers'livesby asmuchas 10 years.‘Thebest
employers,’ Johal said, ‘willbring youinto a space
where they will genetically test you, monitor
youand manage you. They will optimise your
wellbeing.' For many this smacks too much of Big
Brother.

The wellbeing of the workforce is however
of primary importance, and that meansthe
entire workforce. Julie Fleck, a strategicaccess
andinclusive design advisor, outlined just how
badly we are still doinginterms of people with
disabilities.

‘Most people acquire their disability while
atwork,’ she said, ‘but over half of workplaces
excludedisabled people.’ The situation will only
become worse with the rising age of workers.
Thereispretty good legislationnow,although
thereisstill room for improvement.

She gave anexample of a project thathas
worked really wellinterms ofaccessibility for all
—5Pancras Square by Bennetts Associates—and
showed other projectsthat demonstrate pitfalls.
Toooften, she said, when working on existing

Young workers want to
create networks, friends
who will support them
later in life. How can
you do this if you are not

together?

Above Edward Williams Architects’ repurposing of an existing Paddington mews building ir {_ondon has

created office space with a sense of considered, domestic charm

buildings, designers find excuses. ‘I worry we
willsayit'stoo difficultand expensive,' Fleck

said.‘We have to do it or we will be excluding

people.’

Oné project wherethere was a determination
not toexclude people was the refurbishment of
Merrion Housein Leeds for Leeds City Council.
Philip Ellis,architectassociatefor BDP which
carriedout the work, explained how hispractice
managedtocentraliseformerlydisparate
departmentlocations by refurbishingand
expandingthebuilding, which was designed
inthe 1970s. It has always been occupied by the
council, but wastired and inefficient.

Inadditiontoanewenergy strategy, the
architect made improvements thatled it to
winthe West Yorkshire LABCaward for best
accessiblebuilding. Theseincluded introducinga
changingvillage, prayer room and hearingloops,
plussignageinBraille. ‘We went through alot
of work to get orientation andaccessibility good
andthebestlightlevels,'Ellissaid. He believes
‘local authoritiesaredrivingthisagendamore
successfullythanprivatedevelopers. We have
beenabletofitanagendaofincreasingdiversity
intoanexistingbuilding.’

Another healthissue thatisunder-
appreciatedistheimpact of noise, explained Ben
Hancock, managingdirector of Oscar Acoustics.

He quoted the chief medical officer for England
who hassaid that noise is second-only to pollution
indamagingour health. Yeta survey that Oscar

| Acoustics commissioned of 2000 employees

showed that they had littleappreciationof the
impact of noisein the workplace. In particular,
few realised thatit could contribute to stroke,
diabetes andrelationship breakdowns.

The surveyhasshockingfigures, suchas
that 11% of millennial men have acted violently
asaresult of noise. Hancock described the work
that his company has done for clientsincluding
Gensler and Delos, the founder of the WELL
building standard.

Offices are getting better in all sorts of ways,
and changing. They may never return tothe
way that they were, but we canembrace thatasa
positive move. #
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