Despite dramatic changes in working patterns
brought about by the COVID-19 lockdown, the design
and organisation of workplaces will continue to
exercise major influence on our cities, lifestyles, travel
and settlement patterns. The traditional separation
of the office and home has broken down, presenting
new options for how and where we work. Employers
and employees are entering a new contract where
assumptions about efficiency and effectiveness have to
be rethought, and direct day to day engagement in an
office is no longer the default setting for our working
lives.
To understand the future of the workplace we have to
unpack the real reasons why we’re not going back to our
desks. These are complex; a genuine fear of the virus,
discovering the balance that more time at home with
family and friends offers, the freedom from commuting
(its cost and stress), the reliability of remote technology,
or simply a lack of clarity from government about the
best thing to do.

Making work work
DESIGN IN AN AGE OF CRISIS
Trend two
Humanising the workplace
We are learning that working from home
and the office convey different benefits. As
designers we need to work out the balance
between a flexible working life and a viable
corporate ecosystem. The world of the multinational and the institutional employer is not
dead, but corporate headquarters and the city
centres in which they are located may take
on more of the attributes and atmosphere of
smaller places. Workplaces might adopt a more
varied, flexible approach to the programming of
space and aesthetics as well as working hours.
In the most positive analysis they will shake off
their homogeneity and become truly attractive,
especially to younger employees who still want
to be out there enjoying urban life.

At the same time the negatives are being felt – the
lack of structure to our days, the blurring of work and
family life, isolation from colleagues, the absence of
networking opportunities, and for many the basic
unsuitability of home working conditions. Our absence
from city centres is hitting the businesses we used to
rely on – the coffee shops, dry cleaners, cafes and afterwork bars. Given the scale of experiment, we have to
think through the consequences.
We have identified five trends that may shape our
working environments in the near future.

In this example, a major investment bank
is reinventing its corporate headquarters by
overhauling the way employees can use the
building, creating new movement flows that
encorage interaction instead of shelving staff
on isolated levels.

Trend one
The office will have to give back to
the city

Trend three
Greening the corporate estate
Around the world, office buildings built during
the age of energy abundance (1950-1990) are
rapidly becoming obsolete. There is increasing
recognition that instead of demolishing these
buildings, advantage should be taken of their
inherent structure, preserving the embodied
carbon and avoiding contribution to landfill,
whilst radically overhauling their facades and
services to improve both energy performance
and quality of life for those using them.
An international ideas competition invited
design proposals to upgrade an aging, energyinefficient high-rise office building at 63
Madison Avenue to comply with NYC’s Green
New Deal goals and create a more desirable
space for companies competing for highly
skilled employees. The challenge addresses how
to transform New York City’s high-rise office
buildings, most of which are now more than a
half a century old, but will still be standing in
2030, a milestone year on the city’s roadmap to
carbon neutrality.

Large scale development in city centres
will remain at the forefront of change by
addressing the big challenges that haven’t gone
away – population change, climate, resource
depletion – these things will still be drivers when
a vaccine has been found for COVID-19. New
build offices won’t disappear, but retrofit will
become a much bigger part of the market,
and the relationship between the big office
and its surroundings will have to be rethought
so that commercial schemes make a bigger
contribution to the life of the city. People need
to be tempted back.
At Battersea Power Station, London’s
most prominent ruin is being reinvented as a
large scale office, retail, event and residential
quarter, opening up a part of London that has
been inaccessible for over 100 years. Office
accommodation on multiple levels is flanked
by two new shopping arcades in the old Turbine
Halls, an arts venue, and generous public realm.
Piles of coal and railway sidings have made
way for a riverside park and publicly accessible
restored features including a former jetty on the
river itself.

Trend five
Blurring boundaries between work
and education

Trend four
Spaces for concentration and
contemplation
Neither the conventional office nor – often
– home working provide optimal conditions for
the deep thought and reflection that is essential
to creative thinking. At the same time, the
saturation of communications into every aspect
of our lives means 24 hour distraction unless
we manage the flow of information into our
consciousness. We have become slaves to our
screens.
We need to rediscover the capacity for focus
and design environments that enable this
to happen. Demand for quiet, muted spaces
guaranteed to relieve us from distraction may
become a necessary component of working
culture.
The refurbishment of the Bodleian Library
building included study environments that
blend the best of old and contemporary design
that promote comfort and focus. New furniture
complements period fittings and specific areas
cater for seminars, group working and public
exhibitions.

One of the sectors most affected by
COVID-19 is higher education, with student life
dispersed, online teaching replacing face to
face contact and new cohorts questioning the
value of the university experience. Universities
are looking at ways to forge new alliances
with industrial and commercial partners that
demonstrate relevance and clear pathways
from higher education into employment.
Adapted or new campus environments may fuse
living, learning and social functions, imbuing
higher education with renewed purpose.
The Dyson Institute for Engineering and
Technology is a new model for vocational
learning that integrates student accomodation
with commercial industry, research and
development. The campus has been designed
to offer the next generation of undergraduate
engineers invaluable access to real working
conditions, while benefitting from an
enlightened atmosphere that promotes
wellbeing, social interaction and a healthy
lifestyle.

This solution retrofits the buidling with a
new outer skin, simultaneously halving energy
consumption and bringing daylight deeper into
the plan. Occupants also benefit from natural
ventilation and access to outdoor space for
the first time. With an improvement in the
efficiency of M&E equipment the proposals offer
an embodied carbon offset after only four years.

