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CHALLENGE DESCRIPTION
Whoops. The Pandemic Broke the Office Building.

For the past century, office building design has (mostly) prioritized productivity and profit over people. Office buildings have not typically inspired or 
facilitated positive health outcomes or emotional wellbeing among their inhabitants. Working in an office, by its very nature, reinforces a sedentary 
lifestyle, a leading cause of disease and disability. Additionally, the vast majority of workers drive to work on an equally sedentary commute that 
contributes to stress and interpersonal conflict. And, in the United States in particular, workaholism and its mental and emotional toll shows no signs 
of abating.

In the last two decades, we have seen a slow shift toward a more people-focused model as a recruitment and retention tool—a way to encourage 
social interaction and casual collaboration—and an acknowledgement that happiness and health are positive contributors to productivity and 
creativity. But now, in the blink of an eye, perceptions of what is safe and what it means to work and collaborate have been
radically altered. The old models (circa December 2019) of how workers interact with their environment, with each other—and even with 
themselves—must be reconsidered.

A focus on physical health is no longer enough to consider. A safe return to the office environment will necessarily need to include provisions for a 
much more holistic approach to human health—physical, mental and spiritual. How can we recapture the magic of working and collaborating closely 
together, in-person, when we are all now constantly assessing our own air space for insidious threats? What tools do we need to return to our daily 
workplace rituals and establish new post-pandemic rituals? How can we encourage office workers to take more personal ownership of their own 
health outcomes? And most importantly, how can the office building be a catalyst for this change?
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SOLUTION DESCRIPTION
Here’s the good news: There has never been a better time to fundamentally rethink our relationship to our work and our work environment. In fact, 
you may have noticed, it’s already happening. But what will drive this new relationship? We believe that positive, meaningful change will be defined 
by a new understanding of and emphasis on health, wellness and personal empowerment, and that the office building can be the catalyst for this 
change.

As designers, we all work in an aspirational mode fueled by optimism—envisioning the spaces we design utilized and enjoyed to their highest 
purpose. But in the United States, many office workers suffer a lack of physical activity that can lead to lassitude and burnout . We intend to address 
these conditions through a new Workplace Wellness Compass (WWC).

The WWC is a collection of spaces, concepts and technologies that can be used on their own to reinforce focused, positive transformation of health 
and wellbeing within a workforce or building population. Or, when combined and deeply integrated into the early design or retrofit of a building, can 
fundamentally transform the user experience, establishing new rituals and patterns of activity that will make workers
smarter, more resilient and happier.

This compass promotes individual and collective wellbeing in the three pillars of human nature: Mental Engagement, Physical Fitness and Spiritual 
Fulfillment. Each tool is assessed through the lens of six key values: Discovery; Purification; Ownership; Productivity; Fitness; and Fulfillment. Each 
tool generally falls into one of the three areas but is supported to some degree by each of the key values. The tools can therefore be deployed in a 
targeted intervention. (For example, if a company is looking to increase mental acuity and job satisfaction, they could begin by implementing a space 
that emphasizes Mental Engagement and Spiritual Fulfillment.) 

The real power of the WWC will come from its early integration into a building’s design. But, as a kit of parts, it is adaptable enough to be used in 
many different scales of project. For the purposes of this competition entry, we have focused on the Ground Level of a proposed West Coast mass 
timber office building. Though the Compass suggests circulation patterns and program elements that may at first seem foreign, this illustrated 
strategies support the ultimate goal of enacting positive, permanent changes in the behavior, attitudes and daily rituals of building occupants.
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Whoops. The pandemic broke the office building.

Pre-pandemic floor plan with 
callouts and diagrams

Me, We, Us

Very intentional retail and services.
(recapture existing retail and utilize it 
to serve a broader vision for the 
building and its users)

We began with a plan for a proposed mass timber office building that was in the SD 
Phase as the pandemic struck. 

Revenue 
The floor plan above was designed to maximize leasable space for restaurants and 
typical retail use. While it’s not surprising (or inherently wrong) that many clients 
place revenue high on their list of valued outcomes, perhaps our new understanding 
of social distancing, online commerce, and personal fulfillment suggest that we 
should consider another model for the ground floor of a typical office building.

Automobiles
While a large bike room is provided in the plan above, a vast amount of area is being 
consumed by prioritizing convenient parking. While it’s too early to suggest that 
automobiles will not be a primary mode of commuting, we can begin to rethink how 
the some of that space might better serve the building occupants

Beauty (of course)
Though beauty is not easily communicated in a floor plan, an inviting, emotionally 
uplifting space is always important to clients and designers alike, and is typically 
assumed to be a mark of project success.

Productivity
Productivity is of course a key component of the office building. 
In the context of this value system, productivity refers to the 
ability to undertake and complete both intensive focused task 
and also meaningfully contribute to collaborative efforts.

Fitness
We now understood that physical fitness is deeply tied to 
productivity and mental health. This value speaks to the 
importance of moderate physical movement and activity 
performed each day.

Fulfillment
Fulfillment is less tangible than the other values because it is so 
deeply personal and rooted to the spirit. We’ve defined 
Fulfillment as the sense of personal satisfaction that comes 
when one is striving for or achieving their personal goals. There 
is also a strong sense of fulfillment that can come from 
meaningful interactions with others.

Pre-Pandemic Plan:
Values Focused on Profit

We are complex, unique and inherently part of 
the natural world. As we move forward with a 
heightened awareness of potential threats that 
demand resilient solutions, we believe that 
positive, meaningful change will be defined by a 
new understanding of health, wellness and 
personal empowerment. 

The office building is the perfect testing ground 
for a new set of values that can be  used to 
reinforce the  positive transformation of health 
and wellbeing within a workforce or building 
population. 

Who are we, really?

Discovery
A yearning for discovery is inherent in the human 
spirit. In the context of a work environment, Discovery 
refers to moments of unexpected delight or interest, 
variability in day-to-day patterns and rhythms and 
places and sensations that stimulate creativity. 

Purification
Purification speaks to the act of cleansing oneself, 
either physically, mentally or spiritually. The act of 
purification is often embedded in personal daily rituals 
and habits.

Ownership
Though office work is an inherently collective 
endeavor, it is important that each worker has a sense 
of ownership. This includes ownership over physical 
spaces or objects, ownership of ideas and projects, 
and ownership over one’s own sense of self.

WORKPLACE WELLNESS: RETHINKING VALUE-DRIVEN DESIGN
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Understanding the Value Compass

Each of the interventions proposed in the 
following Toolkit is measured against the 
post-pandemic values described to the right.

Managers and designers can use this tool to 
ascertain which tools might best serve the needs 
of their specific user group.
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From Concept to Reality
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SPIRITUAL FULFILLMENT
The core aspect of our individual personhood, spirit 
reinforces and transcends the mind and body. The 
nature of our spirit informs how we interact with others 
and how we perceive the world. It could be understood 
as emotional wellness.

PHYSICAL FITNESS
Regular moderate  physical exercise and movement 
promotes a strong body, healthy immune system and 
resilient mind. Everybody should be exercising as 
frequently as possible.

CONNECTION TO NATURE
The integration of daylighting, views, and biophilic 
principles create the unifying glue of the natural 
environment and the three major aspects of human 
health and wellness.

MENTAL ENGAGEMENT
Focus and mental clarity are the most essential elements 
in the workflow of an increasingly technology-oriented 
workforce.  Being present in each moment—popularly 
known as mindfulness—promotes greater connection to 
work and to other people.

Four Pillars of Human Health

ADAPTIVE APPROACH
Implementing a single intervention from 
each of the Pillars of Health is the most 
cost-effective solution for the office retrofit.

ENHANCED APPROACH
Providing a greater connection to nature 
and more interconnected interventions 
allows for a more holistic solution for a larger 
office renovation.

TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH
Prioritizing numerous spatial relationships to 
nature and providing overlapping solutions is 
the ideal solution for a gut rehab or new 
construction project.

HUMAN HEALTH: DESIGNING FOR WELLNESS 
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To translate the interconnected nature of the pillars of health 
and their relationship to physical space,  tangrams are used 
as a philosophical overlay for tangible spaces. The bubble 
diagrams indicate adjacencies of spaces to each other and 
the ever-present connection to nature.
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Three Scales of Architectural Intervention
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WHADDABOUT THE ELEVATOR?
The elevator lobby and the lobby itself propose particular 
challenges in the age of social distancing. It is clear that, at 
least in the short-term, the capacity of elevators will be 
reduced. That means people will be waiting longer. But 
what if we turn that wait into positive moment? 

For starters, the Garden Lobby, where the elevator arrives 
on the ground floor,  provides an engaging sensory-rich 
space infused with natural light. But beyond creating a 
more pleasing lobby, employees can reserve their spot on 
the elevator. On a typical day, the wait would likely be two 
minutes or less. During a rush, it’s the perfect time to grab 
a cup of joe.

THE PLAN IN ACTION

Your elevator is scheduled to 
depart in 6 minutes.  Why not 
try the new dark roast coffee 
in the cafe while you wait?

OK

With the typical elevator 
design allowing only two 
people to maintain 
socially distant spacing, 
there are bound to be 
wait times during the 
morning and evening 
rushes.  Long lines are 
avoided by allowing 
users to reserve their 
spot in a car through an 
app on their phone.  
Users are then free to 
use the entirety of the 
ground floor as a waiting 
area, with the Cafe and 
Retreat being directly 
adjacent to the 
circulation in the 
Garden.

…AND THE STAIRS?
Well, the stairs are a little easier. But we’ve proposed in this 
plan that the single feature stair is split into two staircases 
that are directional. In addition to relieving congestion at 
peak hours, this aids circulation flow and ensures that, 
even if the stair is packed with people, you will never have 
to squeeze past someone midflight.
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SPIRITUAL FULFILLMENT The Workplace Wellness Compass

GREETING
Maybe the most important space and 
experience in the compass, this 
welcoming area encourages building 
users to bookend their day with new 
daily rituals focused on personal health 
and wellbeing. Designed to feel like a 
warm hug when you walk in the building.

Key elements include:

● Central wash basin
● Secure personal storage space for 

each building user
● Integrated scales and other health 

tracking tools
● Elevator check-in
● Cozy, hospitality vibe 

GREETING VALUE COMPASS
A key area for encouraging employees 
to adopt new daily rituals for personal 
health and ownership. 
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ProductivityFitness
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A space dedicated to meditation and 
peaceful reflection, with a direct 
connection to outdoor interior 
garden. 

Key elements include:

● Comfortable seating and a soft 
floor surface

● A room-wide waterfall creates a 
soothing acoustic mask over the 
space and charges the air with 
negative ions that enhance mental 
clarity

REFLECTION ROOM VALUE COMPASS
The Reflection Room focuses on mental quietude, 
providing a space where employees can alleviate 
stress and clear their mind. 
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PHYSICAL FITNESS The Workplace Wellness Compass

Come and play! A brash, bold space 
that encourages dynamic physical 
expression and exploration. Not just a 
gym, but the King of All Rec Rooms.

Key elements include:

● Loud gaming such as foosball, 
billiards and air hockey

● Fabricated boulders and climbing 
walls provide endless adaptability

● Adjacent showers
● Acoustic separation from other 

spaces allows for loud activities like 
laser tag and dodgeball.

● You read that right: Laser Tag
(A)LIVE SPACE VALUE COMPASS
This vibrant area is all about creativity, play and 
physical expression. 
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(A)LIVE SPACE

Though often associated with traditional 
martial arts, Dojo literally translates 
as“Place of the Way.” It is a space 
dedicated to personal development and 
mastery. The Office Dojo—a quieter, more 
reflective venue than the (A)Live Space— 
encourages active physical expression and 
mental engagement. 

Key elements include:

● Reservable for team meetings and 
quieter fitness classes

● Soft, padded floor surface
● Fully equipped for conferencing
● Direct visual connection to outdoors

DOJO VALUE COMPASS
The Dojo is well-balanced among the three pillars of 
human health. The blend of productivity and physical 
movement is a win-win for any office environment
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MENTAL ENGAGEMENT The Workplace Wellness Compass

COLLABORAT
ION SUITE
A collection of Level 1 
conference rooms provides 
functional meeting space to 
groups of all sizes and keeps 
visitors on the ground floor. 

Conference rooms feature 
adaptable partitions so the 
space can be opened up to the 
outdoors or simply to provide a 
larger space for an all-hands 
meeting.

One primary space that is 
multi-functional — XL Conf, All 
Hands & Front Porch. + smaller 
rooms devoted to privacy and 
video.

FOCUS NOOKS
“Place of the Way” A fitness space 
dedicated to personal development and 
mastery. A quieter, more reflective space 
that nonetheless encourages active 
physical expression. Soft ground surface. 
Reservable. Can be used as a meeting 
room.

Surrounded by Quiet Rooms & 
Observational Focus Zones

Hideouts are quiet nooks sprinkled 
throughout common areas that provide 
dedicated touch-down workspace for 
individuals and tiny teams. These seats 
provide opportunities for both focused 
work and observation.

Key elements include:

● Each nook provides views to nature 
and a sense of protection

● Opaque barriers provide privacy 
and sense of ownership

● Ideally situated along exterior 
operable windows

● Electric, data and easily accessed 
sanitizing solutions in each hideout

HIDEOUTS  VALUE COMPASS
These nooks are dedicated focused, 
individual effort

Discovery

Purification Ownership

ProductivityFitness

Fulfillment

MIND

SPIRIT

BODY

HIDEOUTS

The Collaboration Suite provides two 
key functions: First, it features 
adaptable, inviting meeting space for all 
building users, no matter the group 
size; Second, it is intended for 
interaction with visitors so the upper 
floors can be secured and entirely 
dedicated to building occupants.

Key elements include:

● Operable glazing opens the largest 
meeting spaces up to the outdoor 
colonnade and pedestrian path. This 
also provides outdoor ventilation for 
crowded meetings.

● Interior partitions are flexible to 
accommodate groups of all sizes

COLLABORATION SUITE 
VALUE COMPASS
This collection of rooms is heavily focused on enhanced 
interaction in a  reassuringly well-ventilated setting.
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The Garden is the primary circulation hub for the entire building and the welcome point for visitors.  The space is infused with the sites and sounds of nature and is intended to blur 

the separation between outdoors and indoors.  Oversize pivot doors allow a plentiful supply of fresh air when the weather permits.  Large trees and plants complement a focal waterfall 

that creates a soothing acoustic backdrop and separates the adjacent Reflection Room. Waiting for the elevator has never been so agreeable.

GARDEN LOBBY
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FLEXIBLE WINDOW BOOTHS
Sharing a meal together is an intrinsic part of the human experience and one of the most sorely missed 

rituals of the pandemic lockdown. As we return to social engagement, the desire for social distancing 

must be balanced against our need for authentic personal interaction and experience. This balance is 

the ultimate goal of our proposed cafe design. 

Flexible booths and moveable screens at exterior seating provide an adaptable but constant connection to 

the outdoors. Built-ins and protected elements in the center of the space provide a natural setting for 

plantings and create a intuitive path of social-distancing-conscious circulation. Built-in booths along 

interior walls create a protected dining experience.  

GATHERING
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The ultimate purpose of the Workplace Wellness Compass is to bring people together in reassuring and familiar ways that support a healthy mind and body—to take the daily 

rituals we enjoyed before the COVID-19 pandemic and make them even more engaging and fulfilling. The morning worksession fed by rolls of trace; the afternoon coffee or after-business 

beer; the bicycle commute home together; the all-hands staff celebration. These are the moments that connect us with one another and really make us feel human.

BACK PORCH
THE WORKPLACE WELLNESS COMPASS


