INNOVATIVE OFFICING GOES PUBLIC

Lighting Design specialist Louise Lalande shares her unique commitment to developing a workspace that promotes well being, vitality and creativity.


Workplaces around the world are experiencing unprecedented change.  Recent developments in computer and communication technologies, and the increasing prevalence of the knowledgeable worker, have revolutionized when, where, and how people work.  Organizations that depend upon the intellectual capital and creativity of their employees are finding that their physical environment needs to be more functionally configured and more imaginatively lit.

This has led to an increasing number of organizations re-evaluating the way they plan and use their office space, and discovering that function-based space can be more productive, more user-responsive and more enjoyable all at the same time.  As providers of office accommodation for over 200,000 Canadian Public Service employees, Public Works and Government Services Canada (PWGSC) is at the cutting edge of modern trends and current research in the field of workplace design.

In response to global trends, as well as the large-scale reformation and restructuring currently going on within the Canadian Federal Government, PWGSC has undergone a major ideological shift in its perception of “the office” and wanted to express this with a number of experimental installations. 

After a partnership was struck between PWGSC and Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC), an Innovative Officing demonstration project was underway.  The project was a workplan item of La Relève, the Canadian Federal Government’s initiative to revitalize, retool and reskill the Public Service workforce.   A committee consulted public service employees form Whitehorse to Winnipeg to St. John’s asking them how the federal government could make them feel valued and help them fulfil their potential.  

Along with questions about training, alternative work arrangements and other human-resource issues, federal employees were asked what kind of work environment would meet their needs. Their answer was clear and simple:  “Get rid of the gray!” 

Instead, they asked for workplaces that were bright, cheerful and colourful.  They said they wanted, literally to bring down the walls between management and employees.  They wanted lots of informal meeting spaces for team gatherings, increased use of portable technologies, and flexible environments.  This led to Innovative Officing concepts.

So what is Innovative Officing?  It is a holistic approach to the delivery of office accommodation which responds to modern workplace trends and research, PWGSC’s clients’ business objectives and broader government imperatives.   It is aimed at better aligning an organizations’ work processes with the physical work environment to help boost employee moral; increase organizational effectiveness and productivity; meet corporate objectives; and enhance corporate image.  This approach is premised upon the principles of leadership, participation and consultation, and choices consistent with government standards for providing office accommodation. A specific process was developed to assess and respond to client’s needs by actively soliciting employee input and infusing it into the design of their work environment right from the beginning.

As it often is with new ideas, there was a mixture of interest and resistance.  Thanks to a persistent project team, the design vision was shared with enthusiasm.  A number of consultations and presentations that used visual aids such as professional renderings, plans and boards showing colours and finishes assisted the many approval processes.

In 1998, a space was identified in a building complex known as Place du Portage, located in the city of Hull, Quebec.  Hull is located across the river from the nations’ capital, Ottawa.  During the long, severe winters, it isn’t uncommon to come into work and only go back outside at the end of the workday, when the sun has gone down.   People depend greatly upon their interior environments to support them during the various phases of the day, making the electric lighting a vital design element.

This particular space had some windows facing a cityscape to the north and interior windows facing a large atrium like lobby to the east.   Before the renovations, the space was mostly illuminated with a 5 x 5 coffer, which housed bright and glare producing acrylic lenses.  With the exception of a few downlights in the main entrance area and one decorative fixture in a small meeting room, none of the architectural surfaces were highlighted.  The space was evenly over-lighted and provided no visual interest.  The furniture systems were mixed in their vintages and colours, making the space visually disjointed.

The office is now technology-friendly and doesn’t use beige or gray as the basic colour scheme.  The installation consists of a colourful, dynamic workspace supporting individual and organizational accommodation requirements for 60 people from PWGSC and HRDC.  The departments are co-located in 968 square meters (10,400 square feet) of a renovated, open-concept office space.  In their previous locations the sixty people had taken up 1, 633 square meters of space.

The retrofit involved a complete redesign of the spatial architectural features, furniture, electrical services and lighting, although the ceiling structure remained. The entire process from design to occupancy required to be completed within a short 3-month time frame.  The space features a number of other activity settings: non-territorial meeting rooms, privacy enclaves, touch down areas, a production centre, a resource centre, an “operations Centre”, small dedicated workstations for every employee, and mobile worktables throughout the space.  It also featured an informal meeting and coffee area simply called “The Oasis.”

Rather than being workstation intense, the site features an innovative redistribution of the space to promote informal learning and interaction with colleague.  Individual workstations are smaller but the space includes many activity settings accessible to all, including meeting rooms and privacy enclaves, where employees can make confidential telephone calls and have one-on-one discussions.  These spaces are self-sufficient, equipped with their own individual environmental controls.  Larger meeting rooms of differing styles and atmosphere are also available for in-house and client meetings.

“Picasso’s Cube,” a small meeting room, is just one of the many quiet and colourful places to meet. A refurbished suspended luminaire with a welcoming incandescent source illuminates the meeting table while energy efficient fluorescent fixtures highlight the walls.

In order to accentuate several avant-garde spatial design concepts, existing ceiling tiles were removed in the entrance area.  At the main entrance, minimalist looking fixtures illuminate a congenial display wall that separates circulation areas from the office space.  Sparkling 50 Watt MR16 track fixtures were used to accentuate instructional tools and enhance the whimsical architectural forms.

To minimize costs while addressing environmental recycling concerns, the existing energy coffer ceiling fixtures were retained but retrofitted with energy-efficient T8 warm-white lamps and electronic ballasts.  New, in house-designed, perforated metal shrouds, capable of hosting any type of lens were used in conjunction with a very high quality lens to ensure lighting quality would meet and exceed ASHRAE/IES RP1 Standard.  The lighting levels vary considerably throughout the space meeting client’s operational requirements, current IESNA office lighting standard and ASHRAE/IES 90.1 energy Standard.

The open-plan office space makes abundant use of bold colours on walls and detailing which are emphasized by the use of 50 Watt MR16’s on track.  To expand on the cheerful, tri-coloured theme, a series of suspended, red, blue and yellow low-voltage fixtures underscore the space. This vibrant colour combination is also found in the informal meeting spaces and over the printing area.  Furthermore, the “Oasis” area features festive coloured, luminaires suspended over the tables reinforcing a refreshing, relaxing atmosphere.

Deliberately designed to promote wellness, liveliness and productivity, this dynamic lighting design enhances the workplace environment while being easy and economical to reconfigure, operate and maintain.  The success of this project was also attributed to its consistency with government standards and its delivery on time and within budget.  The total cost of the project was consistent with government standards for providing office accommodation fit-up: $ 240 (Canadian) per square  meter.

This space now serves as a continuous learning milieu and showcase for both internal and external clients.  At the open house, both private and public sector professionals within the architectural, design, and facilities management industries were delightfully surprised with the vitality of this functional space. 

Also, client response and acceptance was overwhelmingly enthusiastic, convincing PWGSC to continue this experimental program, involving additional demonstration sites. 

It was a pleasure to contribute to this project from the start.  The collaborative team spirit followed right through this adventurous design challenge!  This feature project was designed by Federal Public Service design and architecture professionals: Guillermo Ceppi, Wayne Gillis, Martin Contal, Antoine Lagarec of the Accommodation Planning and Interior design section at Architectural and Engineering Services, Public Works and Government Services Canada.  The lighting was realized by coCreations lighting design inc. in conjunction with Ivan Pasini, also of Architectural and Engineering Services at Public Works and Government Services Canada. 
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