WHAT’S
NEXT?
THE

FUTURE

FIRST STEPS IN A LONG JOURNEY

Over the last ten years, office design has undergone major
shifts aimed at inspiring collaboration among employees
and reducing real estate costs — some of which have
been great successes and others, great failures.

Long before the pandemic struck, workplace studies
warned of health concerns presented by open office
concepts. ScienceNordic, a respected science news
source from the Nordic countries, reported in ‘Office
Density and Health’ that employees in open offices have
a 12% increased risk for sickness and absenteeism over
employees with private offices — and workers who share
offices have an 18% increased risk. The study also found
that employees with private offices have an average of 20
less sick days per year.

WORKPLACE

The activity-based work environment (ABW) is an overarching solution that rose to meet the anti-cube challenge.
ABW introduced a variety of mostly unassigned common
spaces including lounges, libraries, benching that spaces
workers every four-to six feet, brainstorming areas and
team rooms, which are used as needed by employees.
Coupled with mobility programs, ABW and other flexibly
solutions have helped corporate real estate professionals
manage costs in high-rent markets and, with the advice
of organizational specialists, uncover highly effective
productivity drivers that attract and retain talent.
But now, in the face of a global pandemic, the open
workplace has gone from being the darling of employers
to another threat in the war on germs. As organizations
prepare to reopen their workplaces, the big question is:
“How do we mitigate the risk of virus transmission in
open offices?”

For organizations, the journey to reimagining their
operating strategies has begun as they assess and
address risk factors in their physical workplaces
for returning employees.

Over the years, the refrain about the easier spread of
viruses and bacteria in open offices has grown louder.
Hindsight is of course 20/20, yet this still begs the
question: In our zeal to embrace flexible, high-density
workplaces that encourage ‘collisions’ and ‘collaboration’,
was the health of employees put on the back burner? The
answer is a resounding YES. There will be powerful lessons
learned and many transformative changes emerging from
this unprecedented health crisis. But, in the short term,
there are important steps that can be taken to mitigate risk
as companies bring their people back to work.

THE FUTURE WORKPLACE
INDOOR AIR QUALITY
The Vital Role of HVAC
What is the role of HVAC in mitigating the risk of virus
spread in office buildings? In the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic, this is the question on the mind of every
building manager, building operator, and developer.
What is the best way to address this concern to support
safe and healthy workplaces?
According to Doug Smith, a principal with Canadian
engineering firm Smith + Andersen, answering this
question requires an understanding of the building
systems involved, along with the risks and benefits of
each part in delivering indoor air quality.
Outside air is typically introduced into high-rise office
buildings as a separate system and filtered to remove
particulate to a level determined to be adequate in light of
a myriad of considerations. For offices, this usually means
high-efficiency filters to maintain cleanliness in the indoor
environment and is not considered a health risk. Designs
to date do not typically take pathogens from the outdoor
air entering an office building into consideration, as air
intakes are well-removed from pathogen sources. There
are undoubtedly some benefits that can be provided by
a higher degree of filtration of outdoor air to help reduce
overall particulates introduced into the building. However,
in a compartmentalized system (which is typical in highrise office buildings), more filtration of outside air is less
impactful than what can be achieved through a review of
on-floor recirculated systems.

THE GREATEST THREAT
Based on the research available to date, the most
significant threat is presented through direct
contamination within the workplace and not
airborne concerns. Insufficient social (physical)
distancing, contact with contaminated surfaces,
and subsequent contact with the hands, eyes, nose,
and mouth are the more prevalent concerns in the
workplace during this pandemic, just as we
have all heard and read from public health
advisories over the past several months.

Beyond this, HVAC design is undoubtedly evolving, as
engineering firms like Smith + Andersen analyze the
appropriate technology and design decisions — many of
which are already utilized in healthcare and laboratory
environments — to introduce to office design. Crosssector experience will look to proven solutions typically
not considered for office buildings, such as:
• Bi-Polar Ionization Filtration, which use polarizing
particles to initiate coagulation of smaller particles
and pathogens into bigger particles for easier capture
by filters.
• High Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA) Filtration,
which utilizes a much higher level of filtration than
standard high-efficiency filters.
• UV Disinfection on surfaces inside air handling units.

Floor systems typically mix filtered outside air with
recirculated air and filter it again to be conditioned to
meet the cooling demands of the envelope, people, lights,
and equipment. This recirculated portion presents a
higher risk to occupants, because it contains air returned
from other occupants — some of whom could be infected.

• Increased Humidification and controlling relative
humidity within a reduced range. This provides a
significant benefit and is already regularly utilized in
library and archive facilities, laboratory environments,
and data centres.

Increasing outside air helps dilute the return air. This
also increases energy consumption, but the priority is to
effectively dilute recirculated air, which is more likely to be
carrying a higher degree of pathogens returned from the
breathing zone in an office space.

How effective each of these solutions may be depends
on a variety of factors. An Under-Floor Air Distribution
(UFAD) system circulates air differently than displacement
ventilation or overhead air distribution, so when we talk
about solutions like increased ventilation air, the final
recommendation must be based on each unique building.

Most on-floor systems do have high-efficiency particulate
air filters. These filters are proven to capture and remove
particulate and, to some degree, infectious contaminants
from the return air. However, we expect these filters to
become a focal point of discussions in the weeks ahead,
given their role in the recirculated air path. The chance of
infections spreading through these systems is still remote
among known viruses, but not impossible.

There is no one-size-fits-all solution and each system
has pros and cons when considering everything from
the building envelope to the age of the existing systems.
Just as we’ve seen throughout this pandemic,
cooperation, communication, and collaboration
will make all the difference as we work
together to redefine our workplaces.

THE FUTURE WORKPLACE
PROXIMITY
Prioritizing the Hot Spots
This solution looks at managing workspaces and traffic
circulation optimizing a six-foot distance between
employees. While based on the widely held view that
virus particles typically drop within a six-foot distance, it
is unknown how far virus airborne particles travel at this
point. A recent CBC report indicates that scientists across
Canada are currently studying this via the use of cough
chambers and lasers. While the six-foot office may be a
worthwhile concept to investigate for offices currently in
design, what will we do about existing office environments
where there is little capital to invest in renovations?
A good place to start the preparedness journey is to
prioritize office ‘hot spots’. Simply put, this includes all
high-use common areas. We must put protocols around
common areas that limit use and increase cleanliness. If
there are surfaces that cannot be cleaned, such as those
covered with soft fabrics, it is suggested that these be
removed (or declared off-limits) from common areas — at
least for the short term.
The CDC guidelines note that the virus may remain viable
for hours to days on surfaces made from a variety of
materials, including cloth. Therefore, it is also important
that people share spaces as little as possible until a
vaccine is developed. It is also critical that employers
consider placing workers at every other desk, rather
than having them sit side by side if workstation reconfiguration is not possible. This may not be as difficult
as it sounds, as it is expected that many people will want
to continue working from home until a vaccine is offered.
At the same time, many organizations have realized
the benefits of remote working and will allow for more
flexibility as they move forward in a post-COVID-19 world.

MASKS AT THE OFFICE
In many countries, it is a social norm to wear
a mask during the cold and flu season. While
North America has been slow to adopt this
practice, there is growing evidence that it may be time to
reevaluate our thinking on face covering.
The Washington Post recently referenced findings from
34 scientific studies indicating that basic masks can be
effective in reducing virus transmission in public. As well, it
is worth considering that in some ‘mask positive’ places like
South Korea, they managed to flatten the curve without
closing shops and schools. Finally, as economies begin to
reopen around the world, we are seeing requirements for
public masks in countries such as Germany, Austria, Czech
Republic and Slovakia. Others such as Spain have begun
handing out masks to commuters.
As we work to transition back to the office, business
leaders may consider making it a requirement for
employees to wear masks during times when they need
to interact in meetings, hold conversations or move
throughout the office.

CLEANLINESS PROTOCOLS
The More Touchless the Better
What about the office kitchenette and
washrooms? During this time, the less shared personal
objects the better. Disposable cups for example can
replace reusable mugs. Antibacterial wipes can be located
in common areas and employees advised to wipe coffee
dispensers, refrigerator handles, containers and door
openers — before and after use.
There are toilet seats with automatic plastic covers that
advance upon entry into the stall — an item that facility
managers may wish to investigate. At the very least,
washrooms should be ‘touchless’ with doors, dispensers
and faucets that respond to occupancy sensors. Protocol
reminders to use antibacterial wipes on stall doors and on
counters after use are necessary as well.
Researchers estimate there are 500 forms of bacteria
that can travel to 50% of your office in just four hours. A
2012 study called ‘Office Space Bacterial Abundance and
Diversity in Three Metropolitan Areas’ found that bacteria
counts were the highest on chairs and phones. The study
also found that there was considerably more bacteria in
office environments inhabited mostly by men than those
inhabited by mostly women. While it may be impossible
to remove chairs, one might consider chair covers. As
well, land-line phones are relics, and for any organizations
that still use them, the time has come to invest in voice
over internet protocol systems.

THE FUTURE WORKPLACE
COMMUNICATIONS
More Critical Than Ever
No matter how companies update their
design or how well we clean, we cannot create a ‘virusfree’ office. The virus is invisible and people can be
asymptomatic. Therefore, we can only mitigate the risk
of contamination and spread to the greatest extent
possible by decreasing density, increasing cleanliness
and perfecting communication.
Before employees return to work, there should be
clear guidelines in place to avoid confusion on Day
One. Employers may wish to use a variety of strategies
to manage occupancy and reduce density including
continued work from home, staggered schedules
and alternating days. This is largely dependent upon
personal situations and the on-going ability of teams to
work effectively if not collocated.
Communication techniques may include graphic posters,
stickers, and apps that remind employees that changed
behaviour is important to reduce risk. In a recent
interview, Dr. Marie de Perio in Cincinnati of the National
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, stressed
that education of the employee is a fundamental factor
in the control of occupational disease exposures.

WHAT SHOULD CORPORATE REAL
ESTATE PROFESSIONALS DO?
Most importantly, it is critical that CRE have
an integrated strategy with Human Resources, IT and
Communications within the company. These teams
must align to create a strategy that maximizes the
communication to employees. The focus should be
on the following strategic steps that Cushman &
Wakefield has developed called the ‘Safe Six’ Workplace
Readiness Essentials:
1. Prepare the Building
2. Prepare the Workforce
3. Control Access
4. Create a Social Distancing Plan
5. Reduce Touchpoints and Increase Cleaning
6. Communicate for Confidence

CLOSING THOUGHTS
As we add infection control as a new given
in workplace standards, we must not design
the office in a way that weakens community,
creativity, productivity or the other contributing factors
to economic competitiveness. However, we must act
responsibly with the best information we have at any
given time. We also must remember past lessons and
respond to this crisis so that we may adapt as risk
mitigation strategies shift and new innovations are
brought forward into the marketplace.

ELEMENTS OF A HEALTHY OFFICE
The key elements that make up most office environments, to name a few, are: indoor air quality,
ventilation, thermal comfort, lighting and daylighting, acoustics, interior layout, aesthetic design,
views, and access to amenities. All of these elements must be carefully assessed for quality and
then coordinated and monitored to create a healthy workplace and distinct culture that drives
high productivity and profitability.

SAMANTHA SANNELLA

Managing Director
Strategic Consulting Canada
Direct: +1 416 359 2582
samantha.sannella@cushwake.com

Cushman & Wakefield ULC, Brokerage
161 Bay Street, Suite 1500
Toronto, Ontario, M5J 2S1
cushmanwakefield.com

©2020 Cushman & Wakefield. All rights reserved. The information contained within this report is gathered from multiple sources believed to be reliable.
The information may contain errors or omissions and is presented without any warranty or representations as to its accuracy.

