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Staggered seating, upgraded
HVAC among changes in
pandemic-era office design

But companies shouldn't hit the panic
button, and solutions will vary, experts say

BYDOUGLAS J.GUTH

Among the coundess challenges
presented to companies by the coro-
navirus pandemic 5 how to reassess
office layouts. Employees retuming
1o work may be welcomed by sanita-
tion stations, seating prioritizing safe
physical distance and Plexiglas di-
viders that act as a kind of “sneeze
guard.”

However, anyone mulling a
COVID-era office redesign doesn't
have to lose their cool, or their wallet,
said local design and architecture
firms interviewed by Crain's.

“Sheer panic is the first reaction:
‘We're all going virtal for the rest of
our lives, " said Debbie Donley,
co-founder and principal of Vocon,
which serves as architect of record
for Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. and
Jones Day, among other high-end cli-
ents. “Our advice is to be patient, to
not overcorrect and tear apart your
workplace. Don’t spend a bunch of
money not knowing what you're get-
ling into. Space plans can be about

nesses may opt for smaller meeting
spaces that  foster  collaboration
through virual innovation. Downsized
conference areas hamessing seamless
telecommuting technology can re-
place rooms seating dozens of people
without losing engagement. Daonley
envisions a near future of “innovation
lab®-type spaces with the ability 1o de-
fine organizational culture,

“It's a really exciting time” Donley
said. “There's lots of opportunity w0
move away from what were non-
ransparent organizations to trans-
parent spaces that are dynamic,
thoughtful and flexible”

Making measured changes

Earlier this year, architecture firm
Bialosky Cleveland released a pan-
demic workplace guide for compa-
nies considering a return to the of-
fice. To foster cleanliness and safety,
organkzations are adding sanitation
stations as well as directional signage
that navigates traffic through a space.

Infrastructure upgrades are a ne-

phasing people cessity for busi-
back  without “SHEER nesses  eyeing
making major worker wellness,
modifications.” PANICIS said Ted Ferrin-

Vocon is con- THEFIRST ger, business de-
ducting  webi- REACTION: velopment  di-
nars and client # rector at
teleconferences ‘WE'REALL Bialosky. Im-
to  determine GOING proving air qual-
how to safely ac- ity and ventila-
commodate VIRTUAL fOR tion — thought
workers, particu- THE RESTOF OUR LIVES.” to be a key factor
lady in creative ol e in mitigating vi-
setiings  where  and principal of Vocon rus spread —
face-to-face in- may mean re-

teraction ks preferable. Vocon's Pros-
pect Avenue headquarters in Cleve-
land is operating at 50% capacity,
staggering  employee  schedules
throughout the week and reducing
conference room capacity.

As not every emplovee needs to be
physically present at all times, busi-

placing an HVAC system entirely.

“Regardless of space design going
forward, there will be probably be
bigger changes to HVAC so offices
can have an increase in fresh air” Fer-
ringer said.

Bialosky associate principal Tracy
Sciano Vajskop said collaborative out-

door workspaces — already rending
pre-pandemic — are getling a closer
look as 2020 draws 1o a close. Compsa-
nies are installing monitors and other
devices o conduct meetings in these
open-air, café-like spaces

"We're going 1o see a combination
of everything, but it's going to be spe-
cific to each organization” Sciano
Vajskop said. “What we tell clients is
no one size fits all”

Social distancing guidelines rec-
ommend maintaining at least 6 feet
berween individuals to reduce the
potential of COVID-19 transmission.
To that end, some businesses are fo-
cusing on movable, lightweight fur-
niture solutions — lounge chairs,
small tables and more — to provide
adequate distance in shared spaces.

Sciano Vajskop cautioned execu-
tives against overreacting and sub-
sequently overspending, in response
to the latest pandemic headlines.
Furniture manufacturers are flood-
ing the market with Plexiglas screen-
ers when companies might be beter
served integrating functional sanita-



Companies can limit the capacities of
their conference rooms, like this one at
Vocon seen before the pandemic, to help
promote distancing. | MATTHEW CARBONE

tion areas into the workspace.
“People are putting up screens
without knowing the science behind
them,” said Sciano Vajskop. “The vi-
rus may be able to pass over screens.”

Long-term changes possible

Office retrofits are filling the work-
days of Sol Harris/Day Architecture

Inc. of North Canton. Chief executive

officer Matt Sutter said clients are re-
questing electronic foot sensors and
hand-swipes for doors in high-traffic
areas. Substituting manual flush
valves with touchless toilet sensors is
another popular ask in the COVID-19
age.

Office “hoteling” a rising design
trend that eliminated assigned seat-
ing in shared workspaces, will at least
be temporarily paused even as com-
panies rely more on telecommuting.

“You would find a desk, and that’s

Architecture firm Cleveland Blalosky helped create an open design at ABA Insurance

Services in Shaker Heights even before the pandemic. | CHRSTIAN PHILUFS PHOTOGRASHY

your desk for the day” Sutter said.
“That's just not something people
want to do

The pandemic won't spell the end
of the corporate office, but there
could be permanent changes in the
geometry of workstations, Sutter
said. Rather than sitting people face-
to-face, you may see checkerboard or

staggered workstation patterns. Re-
placing desks with more private of-
fices is another option for companies
concerned about keeping workers
healthy in an open-plan office.
“There’s been a push for (spaces)
with fewer offices, but that number is
going in the other direction,” Sutter
said. “Our clients are not going to

“OUR
CLIENTS
ARE NOT
GOINGTO
RUSHTO
JUDGMENT,
ESPECIALLY
WITHALOT OF FIRMS STILL
WORKING FROM HOME."

—Matt Sutter, CEO of Sol Harris/
Day Architecture Inc.

rush to judgment, especially with a
lot of firms still working from home.
They're taking a wait-and-see atti-
tude. It's the long-term onboarding
of employees that there's some ner-
vousness about.”

Ferringer of Bialosky said the most
innovative companies will remain
flexible when rethinking their office
blueprint in a COVID-19 world.

“They'll work through iteration rath-
er than spending six to nine months
trying to perfect a thing that doesn't
work," said Ferringer said. “I don't
think the open office will go away, but
we will see a new version of it”

Contact Douglas J. Guth:
clbfreelancer@crain.com
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