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FX Design Seminars consist of a good humoured and goodwill discussion that is planned with strong 
opinions on what it’s like to address design topics which face our industry. There’s no audience - just 
an honest and frank discussion between key architects, designers, and engineers, - and your clients if 
required,  behind closed doors, of the issues you all face with our contract sector.

The main purpose is to have a lively discussion on critical design issues with the top specifiers.

Although there’s no audience, there will be a  substantial 10 page follow up editorial in FX magazine. 

We welcome sponsors from all of our industry sectors to have a great discussion, and crucially, 
develop business and business relationships for your company.

The editor, in conjunction with the sponsor, selects a topic for each seminar and writes up a synopsis. 
The panel is carefully curated around the theme, with the editor hand-selecting 6-8 people from the 
industry heavyweights.  FX is keen to include hotel, office, product, healthcare, transport, education 
and public sector designers, as well as clients to facilitate a lively discussion.

Most of all, this is an informal round-table discussion, with FX enabling architects and designers to 
have a frank and open conversation with each other. Wine and refreshments will be available before, 
during and after the discussion.

DESIGN 
SEMINARS 2019

For 10 years, FX has been bringing
together the brains from all corners of the
industry to discuss serious design topics

that we need to address

The Brief

• £7500 per seminar
• 10 page editorial in forthcoming FX issue to be decided by sponsor, with sponsors’ logo and 

branding throughout.
• Participation in the discussion with the UL’s top specifiers
• Synopsis written by the editor in consultation with the sponsor, addressing key points
• VIP guests are invited by FX, in collaboration with the sponsor, for best discussion and best 

business practice
• Relationship building with the UK’s best architects and designers to develop future business
• Option to host the event - alternative venues will be provided with A& D practices.

• Who delivers design? (and who pays for it)
• The impact of colour - should designers lead or follow their clients wishes?
• Will offices exist in 20 years time?
• Specifying worldwide - field of gold, or dangerous and hazardous?
• Debating decoration - from 16th century architecture to restoration and interior design now
• Retail - who needs retail stores. Are they still relevant?
• The psychological and sensory effects of open-plan offices
• Wellbeing in the workspace - is it a con? Do clients demand it? Is this a fashion?
• Biophilic design in the public sector - a plan for the planet?
• Design icons - Who makes them? Who sells them? Who believes in them?

Sponsorship Opportunities
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If they want to strengthen brand loyalty, 
retailers need to think beyond simply selling 
their product to what they stand for. 

‘There’s a real opportunity for them to start 
having a voice and start channelling change 
for good,’ he says.

In pursuit of imperfection
Creating a memorable brand experience 
doesn’t necessarily mean that the store should 
look like you’ve blown the budget, even if you 
have. Sometimes, it can be quite the opposite, 
as shown at the exposed concrete of stores 
such as Issey Miyake’s Pleats Please in Brook 
Street, or the raw industrial vibe of Apple, with 
its connotations of honesty and integrity.

‘A lot of high-end retailers will spend a lot 
of money making it look stripped back when 
it’s all entirely new. It’s been concocted  
to start off a train of thought that will appeal  
to a certain customer. You’re stimulating 
emotions. You want them to react in a 
particular way,’ said Mark Pinney.

There was also some discussion about the 

honesty of retaining historic facades while 
building a brand new building behind it.

Have we reached digital overload?
Despite the huge technological advances and 
the scope for their use in retail, designers 
identified the negative impact of digital 
technology that didn’t work as it should on retail 
environments. Designers suggested that clients 
should opt for tried and tested technology, 
such as iPads, rather than developing special 
screens for use in their stores.

There was also some unease at the way 
that technology could be used by companies 
to monitor and market to customers across 
their devices.

Doug Butcher wondered if the possibility of 
digital overload might present an opportunity. 
Perhaps there is space for designers to facilitate 
an escape into a calmer, tech-free zone?

‘Talking to real people, flipping through 
books and scrapbooks in stores – is there 
space for that? Is this an opportunity we 
should be grabbing?’ he said. 

044 045

Left Abbie Thomas, 
project director, 

Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands

What impact will emerging technologies have 
on how we shop? How will virtual reality, 

augmented reality and the increased interest 
in wellness and sustainability impact on retail 
design? And what design strategies can help 

traditional retailers survive? Our retail design 
experts got stuck into the big issues at the latest 

in FX’s series of design seminars. Report by 
Pamela Buxton. Photography by Gareth Gardner

THE NEW 
SHOWCASES 

OF EXPERIENCE
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EXPERIENCE VS CONVENIENCE
After more than 20 years of co-existence 
between physical and internet shopping, 
traditional retailers are still grappling with  
the implications for their business. 

According to Fitch creative director John 
Regan, retail is going through a massive period 
of change, with a split between those stores 
that can offer a memorable customer 
experience and online retail outlets driven  
by efficiency and convenience.

‘Internet shopping will potentially destroy 
retail shopping on the high street unless 
brands find new ways of selling products, and 
most of our clients are figuring out how they can 
move forward as the impact becomes more 
significant on their retail outlets,’ added Mark 
Pinney of Mark Pinney Associates. ‘People are 
looking for an experience now. It has to be about 
the point of difference between what they can 
do online, and the physical reality of something 
like touching a piece of fabric or trying on an 
item of jewellery. They have to be dazzled, to 
be entertained, to be made to feel part of the 
family. There is a whole series of experiential 
devices that brands are trying to use.’ 
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creative director, Fitch
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(chair), editorial director,     
FX magazine

Doug Butcher 
lead design,  
Beyond Communications

Linzi Cassels                      
design director, Perkins + Will

Tracey Hopkins 
group specification manager, 
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founder/director,  
Mark Pinney Associates

Ethelinde Radloff                   
interior architect,  
Arcadia Group
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creative director, Fitch
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project director, Lifschutz 
Davidson Sandilands
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Interiors
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He added that his company spends a lot of 
time talking about how to achieve this sense of 
theatre with clients, even down to details such 
as how the product is wrapped at the end of 
the selling process. ‘It can be anything that 
engages the customer so that they feel it’s 
been worthwhile going there rather than 
sitting on the computer at home.’

The retail designer can support this desire 
to create a sense of theatre by creating an 
environment that encourages a long stay  
by giving somewhere to relax and hang-out  
so that the consumer can spend more time 
interacting with the brand. Some stores of 
course have been doing this for a very long 
time – Regan pointed out that when Selfridges 
opened [back in 1909] it was conceived as  
a showcase store of experiences. This was  
a place where shopping was for pleasure – 
somewhere you could take your time rather 
than simply making quick transactions. 
Perhaps, he says, things are turning full circle.

So how can stores create a sense of theatre 
and make it worth the effort for customers to 
visit rather than just clicking online? For some, 
it’s all about building anticipation. Perkins + 
Will design director, Linzi Cassels, recounted 
her experience of the buzz created both online 
and in-store by a skateboard brand. At its 
shop, there were queues outside with entry 
controlled by a bouncer but once inside there 
was little product available to buy. Instead, 

customers could purchase online through a 
closely controlled release of products available 
for a very short time – minutes only. 

‘It makes you want to have the thing you 
can’t have,’ commented Formica Group group 
specification manager Tracey Hopkins.

Catherine White, director of Catherine 
White Interiors, wondered about the potential 
of offering particular exclusive product lines at 
a particular in-store outlet in order to build more 
excitement and give a reason to make a visit. 

It’s all about creating the desire, said Regan.

The value of knowledge
As well as creating a memorable store 
experience, designers felt that retailers able to 
offer knowledgeable staff were far more likely 
to succeed. ‘Apple stores excel on the basis 
that their people know everything about the 
products. People will go there just to browse 
and be informed by the technical staff,’ said 
Mark Pinney.

This investment in informed staff is 
combined with a welcoming atmosphere.  
‘You go in and there’s an openness. It’s not 
scary at all,’ said Arcadia Group interior 
architect Ethelinde Radloff.

‘It does come down to the quality of the 
product, the environment and the quality  
of the staff they use to sell the product,’ said 
Pinney. ‘They do know a huge amount about 
the products they sell.’

And while Apple with its staff of ‘geniuses’ 
was the name that came up again and again  
as excelling in this area, this was something 
that small, independent retailers could  
equally provide. Catherine White cited Vape 
Superstore, a store she designed in London’s 
Soho, as a place where the ‘vape geek’ staff 
could ably assist both those who were equally 
obsessed without alienating those coming off 
the street and trying vaping for the first time.

It’s all about finding ways to engage with 
the customer. ‘People love stories. They want 
to hear the story behind a product. It draws 
them in and gets them interested in that 
particular product and ultimately in the 
brand,’ said Pinney.

This interaction and knowledge, combined 
with the total store experience, is where 
in-store retail can still have the edge.

‘You want to know that you’re being heard 
by who’s selling to you, then you’ll buy. It’s all 
about the human interaction, not just the 
digital,’ said White.

Technology and retail design
Debaters were excited about the potential use 
of emerging technologies in the retail design 
experience. There was a lot of discussion 
about the newly launched Amazon Go store 
concept, which eliminates checkouts by using 
an app; cameras to know which products 
shoppers have selected. Shoppers simply put 

Left Mark Pinney 
founder/director,  
Mark Pinney Associates

Right Catherine White              
director, Catherine 
White Interiors

‘Apple stores excel on 
the basis that their 
people know everything 
about the products’
Mark Pinney  
founder/director, Mark Pinney Associates
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groceries in their bags and walk out of the 
store. Amazon then charges their account  
and sends a receipt.

Although Amazon Go does not use facial 
recognition technology, this is expected to 
have an impact on retail in the future 
according to Mark Pinney, who said some of 
his clients were already looking into it. This, 
and other technologies, could potentially help 
clients treat customers more as individuals by 
understanding their shopping preferences.

‘The Holy Grail is to find out what that 
person has come to buy and what else they 
might buy if it is presented in the right 
manner…The idea of VIP shopping will come 
down through the system. When you go face-
to-face shopping, it will need to feel very 
special,’ he said. 

Doug Butcher, lead design at Beyond 
Communications, thought that there was  
a lot that retail could learn from the world  
of gaming when it came to finding new ways 
to harness technology.

‘The gaming industry is driving all this 
technology. Maybe we should be looking at it 
more in terms of how we can use it in a retail 
environment,’ he said. ‘We should be having 
these experts advise us.’

There was a great potential, he said, to  
use technology such as Augmented Reality 
(AR) to help brands tell their stories and allow 
customers to engage more closely with their 
products. Companies such as Dulux and Ikea 
are already exploring this.

Designers also discussed the increasing 
use of Virtual Reality (VR) in their own work, 
especially when there is an obvious benefit. 

‘We’re using VR as a tool now. There’s  
a benefit to the client as they can see things 
quicker and change things quicker,’ said  
John Regan.

‘Twenty years ago we presented to  
clients in 2D. Now everything we present is  
in 3D. In terms of selling in to your clients, VR 
is inevitably the next step. It is becoming more 
and more sophisticated and more and more 
accessible,’ said Pinney, adding that clients 
are now much more savvy. ‘It becomes a 
collaboration and it does allow them to 
participate in the process much more than  
it does with 2D drawings.’

‘The gaming industry  
is driving all this 
technology. Maybe   
we should be looking  
at it more in terms of 
how we can use it in  
a retail environment’
Doug Butcher  
lead design, Beyond Communications
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The question of sustainability
With its often short-lived shop-fits, the retail 
sector has to ask itself some hard questions  
on the subject of sustainability. A quick survey 
around the table identified that while several 
designed shop-fits were for a five-10 year 
lifespan, others were looking at projects with  
a lifespan closer to two years. Pop-up stores 
were another trend, with Fitch’s John Regan 
expecting more clients to use these in the 
future. As Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands 
project director Abbie Thomas commented, 
retail is a throwaway culture.

Both clients, and designers, said Linzi 
Cassels, need to take some responsibility for 
the sustainability implications of their work. 
‘As designers, this is an area that we’re 
becoming more conscious of in terms of our 
responsibilities,’ she said. ‘The whole industry 

needs to actively start identifying which 
products we should and shouldn’t be using, 
and question why we might be going to a far-
flung part of the world to get a product when 
we can get something else locally. I would like 
to think that we are leading on this. Our clients 
are becoming more responsible. More and 
more of the enquiries we get are around 
wellness and sustainability, and how clients 
can incorporate those things. It’s a dialogue 
that is increasing.’

But ratings such as BREEAM are not  
easily applicable to retail design as a lot of the 
point criteria is not relevant to retail fit-outs. 

Mark Pinney thought that clients are 
starting to realise that their sustainability 
credentials do matter to customers, and  
that it can impact on their bottom line.

‘In the past two or three years it seems  
to be hitting home that in order to sell the 
lifestyle, you also have to convince your 
customers that you do care about the 
environment,’ he said, adding that the 
emphasis was on creating an interior that 
could be flexible and adaptable over time.

There was some optimism that attitudes 
could change quickly, fuelled by the 
popularity and impact of programmes such  
as David Attenborough’s recent Blue Planet II. 
Suddenly, people have realised that they 
should stop buying non-biodegradable plastic 
straws, for example. ‘It’s amazing how quickly 
people’s behaviour and attitudes can change,’ 
said Doug Butcher.

This image Doug Butcher 
lead design, Beyond 
Communications

Right Tracey Hopkins 
group specification manager, 
Formica Group
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up, so it’s important to be aware of this.’
The discussion moved on to measurables, 

considering how having aims and ideals is  
one thing, but delivering tangible benefits and 
return on investment is quite another. Are 
certification schemes like BREEAM the answer? 
Wyatt said: ‘The problem with BREEAM is that 
it is seen as a dogmatic requirement. It has 
become a form-filling exercise and a simple 
requirement of planning. As it stands, within 
the requirements of BREEAM 2014, many of 
the credits have no particular sustainability 
benefit. When it started, there were lots of 
benefits, but now in many respects it’s a case 
where you have to do a report for the sake of 
doing a report – there is no obligation to 
actually implement the findings.’

Avery replied: ‘I think those standards 
have been important in moving things on  
and setting a new baseline. In Dubai, they’ve 
introduced a set of green building regulations, 
which take a lot of their principles from 
BREEAM. If I had said to a client there three 
years ago to put solar panels on the outside  
of the building or to create 100 cycle spaces  
in the basement, they would have laughed  
at me – and actually they did! I said I’m not 
joking, this is mandatory now. It is statutory 
regulation and is quite far-sighted of the 
authorities there.’

The international picture
One of the toughest challenges for global 
organisations is to tune into the cultural 
variations around the world – what is considered 
a must-have in one part of the world could 
potentially be unheard of elsewhere. So how 
does this health and wellness evolutionary  

Lessons to be learned
The education sector has a track record for 
moving some of these considerations forward, 
with requirements within school buildings 
particularly detailed – but ultimately perhaps 
not as effective as they could be. Avery said: 
‘The Government Building Bulletins are quite 
complicated. For school building projects there 
are a lot of regulations that can sometimes be 
quite conflicting – for example, buildings have 
to be very quiet, and yet there are also rules 
regarding fresh air, so in London that 
immediately presents an issue because if you 
open a window there is always going to be noise.

‘So there are a lot of regulations around 
schools. These regulations are generally 
positive but whether there is a user 
perspective driving it I’m not sure. Parents 
might be aware that a school feels airy and 
modern but they might not go any deeper 
than that in terms of understanding whether 
the building is sustainable or healthy.’

Wyatt added: ‘Because of coverage in the 
press about air quality, we have had a number 
of councils asking us to go in and monitor air 
quality in their schools in order to alleviate the 
fears of some of the parents who are seemingly 
very much in touch with this issue.’

Henderson said that awareness of issues 
such as air quality is another that varies 
considerably between territories, noting that 
when travelling in China many people appear 
to be very aware of air quality, to the extent 
that they have an app on their phone to enable 
them to monitor it. 

Wyatt urged a measured approach too, 
rather than knee-jerk reactions to certain 
headlines that may appear from time to time: 
‘There’s a lot of scaremongering in the press.  
If you look at air quality now, it’s a lot better 
than it was in London 100 years ago or so.  
It’s a case of going in to a particular site and 
measuring the precise problem there. For 
example, if you have a problem with 
particulates, you can filter that quite easily.’

New ways of thinking 
Avery believes that in terms of space and 
design, young people are driving lots of 

innovation: ‘I think many are particularly 
aware of these issues, especially those in the 
tech and IT sectors, together with a lot of the 
changes that are taking place organically. I think 
we’re in a really good place in that respect.

‘In sectors such as banking, the challenge 
is perhaps even more acute in ensuring the 
young talent of the future is attracted to 
working there. This might involve moving out 
of historic old buildings into modern premises 
and to make the spaces more appealing.’

But he pointed out that this is far from an 
issue concerning just the younger members  
of the working population: ‘The other thing  
to bear in mind when it comes to ideas of 
wellness is that people in the workplace are 
getting older and the retirement age is going 

‘A lot of organisations 
don’t realise the good 
stuff they’re already 
doing. When we go in 
and do audit reports, the 
first half of that report 
is listing the things they 
are already doing well, 
and they are often 
shocked at how much 
they are getting right’
Simon Wyatt  
sustainability partner, Cundall Engineering

Right Francesca Gernone, 
head of interiors, Fletcher 
Priest Architects

Below Simon Wyatt              
sustainability partner,  
Cundall Engineering
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FX magazine
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founder, Sustaineer 
Consulting Germany

or educational process happen? Wyatt said: 
‘There is a huge uptake in China, particularly 
when it comes to air quality. Unfortunately,  
it tends to be the high-end, expensive offices 
when really the air-quality problem is such 
that it needs to be in all offices.’

Avery added: ‘Although there is not the 
insurance-related driver to do these things in  
the Middle East as there is in the USA, compared 
to the States, the Middle East does have a more 
healthy culture in terms of work/life balance  
and taking proper lunch breaks and so on. 
Europe is, I guess, somewhere in between.’

Wyatt suggested: ‘There is interest now  
in various European countries, such as Poland 
and Romania. We’ve only really been selling 
health and wellbeing as a specific service  
for the past two years and we’re only seeing  
10-20 per cent of that being certification.  
Most of it is just reviewing projects or giving 
advice and guidance.

‘In sustainability, for the past decade  
we’ve looked at it as a cost premium. But  
there is real recognition of the cost benefits of 
health and wellbeing, whether that’s through 
insurance, or reduced cost of absenteeism  
or increased staff retention.’

Measuring the impact of wellness 
How does an organisation go about directly 
attributing the effect of staff retention to the 
investment in health and wellbeing? Wyatt 
said: ‘You can’t. It ultimately depends on 
getting more and more case studies that 
demonstrate the positive impact, including 
the studies that Harvard University is doing.’

At the user end, is there still a premium to 
be had for offering healthy options? 3D Reid’s 
Bohm said: ‘In some ways it has become 
trendy. People will pay more for organic coffee 
for example, so if they are told that one flat is 
healthier than another then yes, perhaps they 
would be prepared to pay more in rent.’

‘That’s provided it’s real and not just  
a rip-off,’ warned O’Leary. ‘Which is why  
as it stands the key elements in terms of  
health and wellbeing are the things you  
can actually measure, such as air quality  
and water quality,’ said Wyatt. ‘For most 
buildings, we take it for granted that they  
are built for comfort.’

Avery added: ‘It’s the distinction between 
tangible and intangible. I can see people 
paying more to rent somewhere if it has 

a gym or more outside space, but on the other 
hand, to say that the air quality is better – 
while it can be quantified – it is a bit harder  
for the end-user to really notice.’

Desira pointed out that health and 
wellness in hotels – at least for the mass 
tourism market – is not a major market driver. 
The majority of bookings made in a city like 
London for example are via hotel comparison 
websites rather than direct to the hotels 
themselves, and factors such as location  
and price are by far the biggest considerations 
over and above the hotel’s wellbeing criteria. 
Will this change anytime soon though? Could, 
for example, matters such as sustainability or 
wellbeing be added as specific search criteria 
on the hotel booking websites so that guests 
can search using these factors?

Wyatt said: ‘We’re seeing some of this 
coming through already, perhaps not as a 
separate search item as such, but when you 
see what people are putting in reviews for 
accommodation it will probably start to become 
a factor that way. Yes, price is important and will 
remain so, but if you see a super-cheap hotel 
room but it only has 1-star reviews, you generally 
decide to give it a miss despite the low price.’

Within the workplace, is wellness 
something of an elitist principle, affordable 
only to the big multinational organisations 
and out of the question for employees working 
for altogether smaller concerns? Avery thinks 
not: ‘In a way, smaller companies almost have 
more flexibility to provide better quality offices 
for their staff if they have around 50 or 100 
people. They can deliver for their more limited 
number of employees, whereas the problem 
for a larger organisation is that it has to do the 
same thing for 10,000 people.’

And the route to delivering such an 
environment for employees may not be as 
long as some organisations think said Wyatt: 
‘A lot of organisations don’t realise the good 
stuff they’re already doing. When we go in and 
do audit reports, the first half of that report is  
a list of the things they are already doing well 
and they are often shocked at how much they 
are getting right.’

Health & wellness in context
So where do all these seemingly ‘good 
practice’ ideas fit in to the reality for architects 
and designers? Are they even being trained on 
such matters, for example? Avery said: ‘On 
sustainability yes, but wellness specifically, 
definitely not. The idea of creating great 
spaces for people to live or work in has always 
been an important factor, but not with many 
of the specific references to wellness that we 
might have discussed today, for example.’

Joe Parry of Universal Fibers played devil’s 
advocate in asking: ‘It’s late in the discussion 
to be asking this, but does this all really 
matter? We can talk about every office having 
something with some level of toxicity in it but 
what impact does that really have in reality?’

Wyatt said: ‘There are 40,000 early deaths 
from poor air quality in the UK every year. All 
the science is coming – it’s not fully there yet. 
There aren’t enough case studies to fully make 
the points but there are some very strong links 
between certain types of emissions and poor 
air quality.’

‘Air quality is a very important factor, but 
there are other factors though,’ added Gernone. 
‘Working hours and many other factors affecting 
mental health all play a huge part in making 
this subject so important.’ 

In association with:
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FX brought together experts from across the 
contract design sector to discuss the impact of 
wellness in projects of all shapes and sizes, and 

to consider the role designers can play in 
introducing clients and developers to new ways 

of thinking… Report by Toby Maxwell
Photography by Gareth Gardner
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‘Sometimes you’ll get  
a client who insists on a 
specific product, and in 
that instance, all you 
can do is advise. If all 
materials met higher 
standards then it would 
be easier to avoid this 
kind of situation’
Siobhan O’Leary  
senior associate interior designer, Perkins + Will

Below Siobhan O’Leary                 
senior associate interior 
designer, Perkins + Will

Left John Avery, director, 
LOM Architecture

BASED ON various estimates and calculations, 
the average worker can expect to spend around 
90,000 hours of their life at work. In this 
context, it is perhaps not unreasonable then to 
expect the work environment to be a pleasant, 
healthy space in which to spend so much time. 
In reality however, many employees could be 
forgiven to believe that the buildings and 
offices provided for them are done so purely 
with function and cost considerations in mind 
rather than wider thoughts of human needs.

For many designers working across the hotel 
and office sectors, an understanding of what 
enables a space to play a proactive and effective 
role in the wellness of those who occupy it has 
become a central part of the job. Achieving  
the right balance however is a complicated, 
multifaceted task much easier said than done.

So what are the drivers behind wellness in 
the workplace? Are the main factors more 
stick than carrot – for example, are insurance 
requirements a big influence on take-up? 
Simon Wyatt, sustainability partner at Cundall 
Engineering, said: ‘It’s certainly why they have 
more traction in America. The WELL Building 
Standard was set up by Delos Living, a high-
end residential developer, and it wanted to 
have a high-end product with healthy homes. 
It realised quite quickly that it could make 
more money in the commercial office market 
because most organisations in the USA pay a 
health premium and get a discount if they can 
demonstrate that their buildings are healthier. 
It’s because of these premiums – and the 

potential discounts – that around 70 per cent 
of WELL registrations are in the USA.

‘Here, it has had a much slower uptake as 
we don’t see it as the same kind of benefit and 
potential cost-saving opportunity. The angle  
is solely on the health benefits, which is why 
there has been some push back within the UK 
and wider European market. But it has raised 
the debate across the industry, which has been 
really interesting.’

Chairing the discussion, FX editor Theresa 
Dowling raised the point about organisations 
which, in seeking to provide additional 
facilities for staff on company premises – such 
as breakfast for employees who come into 
work early, or on-site gym facilities – could  
be seen as ‘owning’ the staff by virtue of  
them spending increasingly amounts of their 
non-work time within the business.

The example that many people think  
of is Google, widely known for its ‘added 
value’ staff benefits, but Wyatt adds: ‘For 
Google, the emphasis now is far more on 
broader wellbeing, and it has been actively 
encouraging employees to leave at 5.30pm.  
It’s also compiled a list [the Portico building 
materials analysis and decision-making tool]  
of materials and products deemed to have  
high toxicity that are not allowed in its 
buildings. I think it is starting to look more 
closely at healthier options and the work/life 
balance, and the reason it – and a number  
of other companies – is doing that is to attract 
the best talent.’
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Left Joe Parry, director, 
global marketing, 
Universal Fibers

Right Holley Henderson,                
founder, H2 Ecodesign USA
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‘Does it create a risk 
or liability to us as 
specifiers or designers 
in that there may be an 
increased expectation 
that we should know all 
the details of wellness 
on a deeper level?’
Holley Henderson  
founder, H2 Ecodesign USA

Francesca Gernone, head of interiors at 
Fletcher Priest Architects, pointed out: ‘Google 
doesn’t force people to be healthy. Within its 
staff restaurants, it might promote healthy 
eating but other less-healthy options are 
readily available too. This is important  
as it’s not about telling people what they must 
do but instead giving them the choice.’

A growing need for health and wellness  
to be taken into account in workplace projects 
is clearly an opportunity. But Holley Henderson, 
founder of H2 Ecodesign asked: ‘Does it create 
a risk or liability to us as specifiers or designers 
in that there may be an increased expectation 
that we know all the details of wellness on  
a deeper level? Do we need to start having 
chemists on staff? We want to know all this  
but is knowing also scary at the same time?’

Wyatt added: ‘That’s a very good point.  
We recently heard from a client who had been 
asked a very detailed question from a member 
of staff about the health aspects of some of the 
materials used in the project. It was interesting 
that this kind of query was being raised by one 
of the employees – it is being driven not just 
by the client but by the ultimate end-user in 
some instances too.’

Regional differences
Siobhan O’Leary, senior associate and interior 
design at Perkins + Will – the architecture and 
design firm that hosted the FX Design Seminar 
event at its London offices – said: ‘It’s sometimes 
difficult though to get some clients to buy into 
sustainability and wellness. We’re still finding 
that their approach can be quite flippant.  
In the USA it appears to be so much more 
embedded in the design of buildings; here  
it feels like more of an optional add-on.’

Henning Bloech, founder of Germany-
based Sustaineer Consulting, had a different 
perspective: ‘From a worker protection 
viewpoint – lighting, outside views and all that 
kind of stuff – Europe is much further ahead of 
the USA, and that is a big part of health and 
wellbeing. My first office in the USA, in which  
I worked for 15 years, was 5 sq m with no 
windows. It was like working in a submarine! 
It’s very different to working here in Europe 
where everybody has to have a window and  
a view of the outside as a requirement.’

Wyatt added: ‘Our office was the first 
WELL-certified space in Europe, and everyone 
who comes in seems to comment on how 
“Scandinavian” it feels. Scandinavia and,  
to an extent, Germany, have been leading the 
way. My colleague was at a WELL conference 
recently and they were told that the certification 
is seeing good penetration all over Europe 
except for Germany, and that’s because so 
many of the aspects of it are already done 
there as standard anyway.’

Gernone suggested that there is more that 
product manufacturers could do to speed up 
progress: ‘Sometimes we try to be as sustainable 
as possible in choosing the right materials,  
but not every material that we choose ticks 
that box, so maybe there is some catching  
up to do from carpet suppliers and others. 
They’re getting there but are not there yet.’

‘We need to force that to happen,’ said 
Perkins + Will’s O’Leary. ‘We use Portico to 
help to assess the materials that we specify 
and ensure they comply, but sometimes you’ll 
get a client who insists on a specific product, 
and in that instance all you can do is advise.  
If all materials met higher standards then it 
would be easier to avoid this kind of situation.’

Gernone added: ‘It’s interesting how 
sometimes you hear from suppliers that  
say their product reaches all the required 
standards, and then when you cross-check  
it on Portico it tells a different story.’

Sourcing the right products
Wyatt wondered if the best way to be assured of 
provenance is to effectively make it yourself: ‘For 
some projects we’ve avoided all of that by having 
everything bespoke-made instead of sourced 
from suppliers. It sometimes surprises me to see 
products sometimes listed as “BREEAM-certified” 
even though BREEAM don’t certify products.’

O’Leary pointed out: ‘The challenge with 
going bespoke though is that many clients 
want warranties or guarantees. If you go down 
a bespoke route then that becomes a one-year 
warranty, which is a potential defect problem. 
It’s a difficult balance.’

‘In the end, it’s the design firms that move 
that needle,’ argued Henning Bloech. ‘Because 
if the specifiers are asking for it – or even just 
looking into it enough – then the manufacturers 
will pay attention. The big brands have been 
paying attention for a long time in fact. 
Industry is catching up, developing, and 
moving in the right direction. Hats off to the 
designers who are fuelling that by being pro-
active though, because in doing that they’re 
putting manufacturers on notice.’

Joe Parry, director of global marketing for 
Universal Fibers – sponsor of this FX Design 
Seminar – wondered what role market pressures 
have to play: ‘It has much to do with market 

of company owners or shareholders.
John Avery, director at LOM Architecture, 

believes the case in favour of delivering wellness 
is outweighing those reservations in some 
quarters: ‘We’re finding that at the moment 
there is so much positivity at all levels. In a 
recent project we’ve been working on for 
a global organisation in the Middle East, in 
meetings with staff about their new offices it’s 
clear that the enthusiasm for the top-of-the-
range gym and other wellness facilities has come 
from the staff themselves and from the very 
top of the business. There is a clear mandate 
to invest in the wellbeing of employees.’

Wyatt points out that in some sectors, 
offering such facilities are increasingly being 
seen as a point of differentiation in competitive 
marketplaces, not least in education: ‘We see 
it in the university sector, where competition 
for students has led to an interest in providing 
“healthy” halls of residence – and being able 
to charge a premium for this – and students in 
general have been interested for a long while 
in questions of sustainability. Over time, this 
also then transfers with them once they 
graduate into the workplace. Increasingly, 
when graduates apply for jobs with us, they’re 
interested in sustainability and wellness in the 
workplace but they are also asking us about our 
ethical policies. They’re much more focused on 
this than previous generations, and that serves 
to drive us to think about these things and helps 
to shape what direction we should be going in.’
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Striving for a work/life balance
Christina Bohm, senior interior designer at 
architecture practice 3D Reid, wondered if 
organisations might already be turning their 
back on that approach though: ‘I think there 
has already been a bit of a shift back from that. 
For many people the most refreshing thing  
is to go home and have a life. In Sweden, it  
is very much a case that you are expected  
to go home, and finish work around 4pm  
in order to get maximum daylight.’

Desira replied: ‘To an extent, that’s a cultural 
issue. In Sweden the lifestyle is fantastic, with 
less pollution and fewer people. Contrast that 
with the USA where the culture of work is one 
of “super-productivity”. In some cases, sleeping 
under your desk is still considered normal.’

‘It’s real short-termism,’ suggested 
Cundall Engineering’s Wyatt. ‘Research 
suggests that one in four people suffer from 
mental health issues and if you push your  
staff too hard they’ll burn out, and over a long 
period their productivity is going to be lower. 
Clearly the ideal is to have people who are 
productive over a long period of time, happy 
and enjoy a good work/life balance.

‘We talk about the UK having one of the 
lowest productivity rates in Europe. Productivity 
is revenue divided by people and by hours. 
Here, we work more hours but we’re not 
getting much more out – you may work an 
extra two hours at the end of the day but 
you’re not necessarily going to get two hours’ 

worth of work in that time. You’re not fully 
engaged if you’re over-worked and that’s 
where ‘presenteeism’ – where you’re at work 
but not full engaged – comes in.’

So far from being purely altruistic there are 
plenty of other potential gains from investing 
in health and wellness in the workplace. But it 
is far from that simple. Theresa Dowling raised 
another conundrum for CEOs faced with the 
prospect of potentially investing millions in 
wellbeing for employees, and the potential 
long-term benefits this could bring about in 
terms of productivity and positioning the 
company as a good place to work – versus the 
more immediate short-term profit expectations 
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‘In the end, it’s the 
design firms that move 
the needle, because 
if the specifiers are 
asking for it – or even 
just looking into it 
enough – then the 
manufacturers will 
pay attention’
Henning Bloech  
founder, Sustaineer Consulting Germany

Left Christian Desira, 
director, LHG (London  
Hotel Group)

Right Christina Bohm, 
senior interior designer,   
3D Reid

value preference. That’s another way of saying  
“value”, which is itself an invitation for product 
producers to put a premium on it. Somebody 
has to be the change agent on starting that. 
You’d like to think that could be the end-user. 
We get the impression that there is end-demand, 
whether that be from residential consumer  
or commercial property developer.’

Christian Desira, director of London Hotel 
Group (LHG), said: ‘The issue for us as a 
developer is where you have a site that is 
perhaps on Green Belt land and with local 
authority requirements on the green 
credentials of the building, it becomes very 
expensive, to the point that when you consider 
what the market is prepared to pay it doesn’t 
make financial sense. It means that on a site 
where you might be looking at building 15 
houses, by the time you factor in all those 
additional costs, you can’t build 15, you really 
need to find a solution to build 50 to make it 
worthwhile. Because it’s Green Belt, you’re 
restricted on building height, so in order to 
achieve a positive cost of capital and a profit 
margin, we’re having to go down three or four 
levels in the ground to build enough units and 
make them as invisible as possible.’

Desira added that he sensed the shift 
towards wellness initially came from 
organisations wanting to find ways to make 
their workforce more productive, hence the 
kind of ‘campus’ facilities that big American 
brands such as Google and Microsoft have 
become known for, enabling employees to 
access a whole range of services and activities 
without having to leave the work premises.
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FX design seminar on design 
icons, supported by:

“I’m not  
sure an object 
has to work 
indefinitely to 
be considered 
an icon. For me, 
every era has  
its own icons” 
Tabby Bhuiyan

Right Tabby Bhuiyan, 
project director, 
Darling Associates

Right Johannes Aa. 
Saugbjerg, CEO, Vola

Changing perspectives
He asked ‘where does consumerism begin?’, 
pointing out that most of us remember our 
childhood when we were not so focused on 
objects. ‘Now of course we’re bombarded  
with messages, living in an era of connectivity 
which is perhaps the biggest social  
experiment in human history.’

Lawrence said: ‘Somewhere along the  
line it surely will implode. We’ve seen how 
manufacturing has gone from craft to non-
craft and in some ways we’re leaning towards 
an interest in craft once again as people once 
again realise the value in such a thing.’

‘As much as the term “icon” is overused, 
so too is “craft”,’ suggested Heath. ‘Everything 
is craft now; it becomes ubiquitous and 
meaningless once it gets applied to everything 
indiscriminately. There are furniture brands that 
talk about craftsmanship but when you go their 
factories, all the pieces are made by automated 
machinery and then hand-finished.

‘It’s possibly where the hipster movement 
has come from, as a way of fighting against the 
mass-consumerism and being told what to buy 
or wear, and instead striving for something that 
is unique to you as an individual. It’s anti-icon in 
a way, kicking back against the uniformity and 
the loss of character in the things around us.’

Entering new territory
This engaging discussion was taking place in the 
central London showroom of Danish tap brand 
Vola, surrounded by examples of its products 
which, for many interior architects, could be 
seen as examples of iconic design themselves.

Birthe Tofting, director of international 
sales for Vola, explained: ‘Certainly there was 
a point 50 years ago that we redefined how  

a tap looked and how it worked, and today  
it is copied very widely.

‘The first tap that Danish designer Arne 
Jacobsen designed for the brand looked 
completely different to anything that was 
already out there. Subsequently, it evolved  
to also include a version that was a handle  
and tap spout built in to the wall and this  
too was unlike anything else on the market.’

The essence of the design remains the 
same as those original designs, but Tofting 
added: ‘There have been many technical 
improvements since. Jacobsen wanted to 
make the bathroom an aesthetic room and  
not just a functional one, so in a way it was  

the very beginning of a new way that we are 
now used to thinking about the bathroom.’

Jacobsen was a designer whose ‘less is more’ 
approach often acts as a lesson in how to avoid 
over-designing a product or a building, just as 
contemporary figures such as Jasper Morrison or 
Naoto Fukasawa also achieve. Such designers 
doubtless did not set out to achieve ‘iconic 
designs’, merely products with inherent function 
and beauty. Perhaps getting these core elements 
right goes to the heart of what makes a potential 
icon. So inevitably with so many strands of 
discussion to this mighty title, there was no 
consensus, and the discussion continued long 
into the evening. Thank goodness! 
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FX design seminar on design 
icons, supported by:

FX brought together experts from across 
architecture and design to consider what leads  
a product, or building, to be bestowed with the 

status of ‘icon’… and whether the term itself has 
lost some of its resonance in an ever-evolving 
consumerist society. Report by Toby Maxwell. 

Photography by Colin Crisford
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Scott Brownrigg

“Perhaps an 
icon isn’t really 
designed by 
someone but is 
actually just one 
of the simple, 
beautiful 
necessities   
of life” 
Alex Michaelis

FX design seminar on design 
icons, supported by:

Taking part were 

Theresa Dowling 
chair and editor FX magazine

Tabby Bhuiyan 
project director,  
Darling Associates

Vanessa Brady, OBE                      
founder & CEO, SBID

Alistair Brierley 
project director,  
Scott Brownrigg

Brendan Heath 
associate director, SHH

Jane Lawrence                   
head of interiors,  
Knight Dragon

Alex Michaelis                 
Co-founder & Partner, 
MichaelisBoyd

Oscar Pena                
co-principal, Studioilse

Johannes Aa. Saugbjerg                 
CEO, Vola

James Soane               
director, Project Orange

Birthe Tofting              
international sales, Vola

Above Alex Michaelis,                 
Co-founder & partner, 
MichaelisBoyd

IF EVER there was an over-used adjective in 
design it is perhaps ‘iconic’. We brought 
together a panel of architects and designers to 
address the realm of the icon – a word widely 
employed by creatives, clients, marketing 
types and plenty others besides – to address 
what makes something iconic in the first 
place, and how the parameters for such 
terminology may well shift in the future.

As always, in attempting to explore the 
future, the starting point can be to consider the 
past. Brendan Heath, associate director at SHH, 
said: ‘It’s quite hard to think of pre-war icons. 
In the post-war period, there are lots of examples 
of products that were created cheaply for the 
mass market, but pre-1920 it’s hard to think  
of much that obviously classifies as an icon.’

Vanessa Brady, founder and CEO of SBID, 
suggested: ‘I think a lot was prompted by the 
war. 1929-34 was the art-deco period and  
it was the shortest period of any design 
movement because of the hostilities. Before 
the 1939-45 war, it was largely about super-
luxury products – much of it made from silver 
– and art deco was generally quite expensive 
to make and to buy. Post-war, it all went more 

‘pop’, trying to carry on the deco feel but using 
plastics and other cheaper materials.’

Jane Lawrence, head of interiors at Knight 
Dragon, asked: ‘So are we saying it’s all to do 
with mass production? Can something only 
become iconic if it’s produced in numbers?’

Brady replied: ‘I think it goes hand-in-
hand with what’s going on in society, because 
when people don’t have money they become 
more resourceful through necessity. When 
money is more readily available, people are 
spending money on absolutely anything, and 
that’s where the design becomes luxury-led 
rather than function-led.’

Societal changes have had a significant 
bearing suggested Heath: ‘Historically, you 
might have inherited furniture from your 
family, so it would be something you would 
obtain over time. Whereas now people are 
better able to buy for themselves and think 
about design and what they might want to 
accumulate for themselves.’

Brady added that years ago people might 
be tied in to their mortgages for much of their 
lives and that this would take up not just most, 
but all of their income. ‘It was only when they 
got to their 50s that they might be in a position 
to buy their own furniture. It’s different now 
because from a much younger age, people 
might own a home, get married, go on 
overseas holidays, own a car, hire a cleaner. 
Life’s different.’

Tabby Bhuiyan, project director at Darling 
Associates, said: ‘I think IKEA’s furniture 
could be considered iconic, simply because 
the way that its offering is flat-packed, self-
assembly and relatively affordable all says  
a lot about the way we live now. We don’t have 
the furniture being handed down through the 
generations, but we have people who move 
around more, need furniture that can be 
assembled, dismantled, and reassembled.’ 
 She added: ‘I also think the wider aspects  
of IKEA – of the branding, the instruction 
booklets, even the way you shop there – is all 
iconic in its own way too.’

Brady added: “It might be flat-packed and 
affordable but it has always been design-led 
and aimed at all age groups. That in itself is 
really unusual since most types of furniture 
are aimed at a certain demographic. I doubt 
there is a house in the UK that doesn’t have  
at least one item of IKEA furniture.’

Discussion moved on to the role of the 
passage of time in defining ‘iconic’. Alistair 
Brierley, project director at Scott Brownrigg, 
said: ‘I asked someone recently whether they 
thought IKEA was iconic and they replied ‘no, 
not yet’, which got me thinking about whether 
icon status is to do with time. To an extent, 
other brands – perhaps when you think of 
McDonalds’ golden arches – do have that 
status, but personally I don’t buy in to the idea 
that IKEA is “iconic” in that sense.’

Heath replied: ‘I don’t think these brands 
ever set out to be iconic. There are two types of 

icon I guess; one has been set up a long time 
ago and deserves its place in history because 
of its achievements, while the other is where 
someone has deliberately gone out to try to 
design something iconic.’

Oscar Pena, co-principal at Studioilse, 
said: ‘That’s impossible. Something can only 
become iconic if it stands the test of time,  
if it remains popular despite the passing  
of years. For me that’s one of the strongest 
design attributes.’

Perhaps a trigger point is needed to 
stimulate creativity on the kind of level 

capable of creating what we would recognise 
as iconic designs. Alex Michaelis, co-founder 
and partner at Michaelis Boyd, said: ‘The 
Sixties is when many of what we today think of 
as icons emerged, when there was a big battle 
of consumer products. It’s still post-war as it 
took 20 years for us to effectively come up with 
cheap housing and setting the world right 
again before people started designing to their 
full potential. For that kind of explosion of 
creativity – perhaps it needs a massive change 
or faultline in society to allow the freedom  
of new technologies to emerge.’ 
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Objects of desire
Those around the table had been asked to 
come to the discussion armed with ideas on 
what they believe could be referred to as 
iconic designs. Bhuiyan said: ‘If you think of 
the Apple iPod, depending on where you are 
in the timeline, that is probably a modern 
icon. When it came out, it was a very new 
way of listening to music and at the time,  
was a very beautiful thing to look at.’

Pena questioned whether it was a design 
that stood the test of time? ‘Perhaps we’re  
too close to really be able to judge that,’ 
suggested Heath.

Brady put forward the famous Barcelona 
chair as a ‘cheap and cheerful’ design that  
has passed the longevity test: ‘When it was 
designed, it wasn’t created to be an icon, it 
was designed for a specific purpose and has 
since been seen in this way. Is it the style of 
the design or is it the quantity of sales that 
have made it iconic?’

Lawrence asked if there are any products 
broadly considered to be iconic which are not 
purely functional? Soane suggested: ‘The Juicy 
Salif lemon squeezer by Philippe Starck for Alessi 
is iconic but doesn’t actually work particularly 
well. Much of Starck’s furniture though is very 
practical, but he’s stated that in future all of 
his work is going to be non-iconic and instead 
have a real emphasis on sustainability.’

Heath added: ‘Starck himself became  
an icon in the Eighties and Nineties. I guess 
his products were so ubiquitous that it was 
inevitable that he would become synonymous 
with that early Eighties’ post-modern style  
of the time. He was kind of iconic before  
that became the word to apply to someone  
in a way.’

Suggested Pena: ‘Perhaps an icon is not 
just a moment in history, but a product that 
can actually change history. That’s maybe 
where something like the iPod fits in.’

The consumer mindset
The role of marketing in all of this did not go 
unnoticed. Soane said that the approach to 
this has changed dramatically over the years, 
skewing our take on how important certain 
products may be in our lives. ‘In the past, 
marketing was used to help people get to 
know a product, a place or something. Now 
it’s a much more complicated series of levers 
that are pulled to try to get you to purchase 
something that you may or may not need.’

Dowling pointed out: ‘Many younger people 
see items such as expensive trainers as must-
haves. Similarly, there will be those who are 
desperate to own pairs of designer Jimmy Choo 
shoes. Does it have to be expensive to be good?’ 
Heath commented: ‘There’s a sense of 
something that is not attainable actually being 

FX design seminar on design 
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“Does it 
have to be 
expensive to 
be good?” 
Theresa Dowling

Centre Vanessa Brady, OBE,                      
founder & CEO, SBID

Above Birthe Tofting,              
international sales, Vola

Defining ‘iconic’
Chairing the discussion, FX editor Theresa 
Dowling steered the conversation to an 
analysis of what is ultimately meant by the 
word ‘icon’. James Soane, director at Project 
Orange, said:  ‘I think the term has become 
toxic, and I think one of the reasons for that is 
that another definition for the word is “an item 
of uncritical devotion”. It has become a tool 
for mass consumption and for people to 
basically invest meaning into objects that  
may or may not be necessary.

‘As an architect, if you look at the city,  
we often talk about iconic skylines. But if you 
think about one of the most famous skylines in 
the world, Shanghai, the image we are always 

are not to do with “fame as such”.’ Heath 
pointed out that objects can be seen as icons 
for different reasons; some because they have 
broken new ground in technology for 
example, led to new production methods, or 
perhaps have come to be seen as a definition 
of a new era.

Soane wondered if the term ‘icon’ has 
become little more than a marketing term, 
when really what we should be referencing  
is just ‘great design’. Brierley said: ‘It’s often 
not the designers using the term, to be  
honest. It might be the client that is asking  
for something “iconic”. Frankly, I agree that it 
is a toxic word and as designers and architects 
we probably shouldn’t get involved.’

shown is it against a beautiful blue sky or 
illuminated at night, never the pollution-
covered vista that it is the majority of the time. 
It’s really important to question that kind of 
thing and not just blindly accept how 
something is positioned.

‘Icon and fame become the same thing 
and so you have to start unpicking it. All the 
things we talk about as iconic tend to be a little 
nostalgic, and really Marilyn Monroe is an 
icon; people can be icons.’

Lawrence suggested: ‘If you buy into  
the idea that an icon has to be something  
with a level of history to it, there is an 
argument to suggest that items such as the 
Robin Day chair are iconic, and that they  

least in terms of money and possessions and 
yet it was the most content of decades 
including those right up to today. It’s because 
they were glad they were alive post-war. They 
might not have had very much, but they were 
happy with what they did have. I don’t think 
many of us feel like that today.’

Lawrence added: ‘My parents had an Arne 
Jacobsen-designed Egg Chair, not because 
they were trendy, but just because that was the 
kind of chair that was there to buy back in the 
Sixties. I think it’s sometimes only designers 
that get caught up on these sorts of designs as 
being icons – do non-designers even recognise 
these objects as being anything particularly 
special or do they just see them as ‘a Sixties’ 
chair’, for example?’

Dowling suggested: ‘This isn’t always 
about exclusivity though is it? The Robin Day 
chair for example was manufactured in such 
quantity that it was everywhere – schools, 
airports and so on. Would that have been him 
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world where the term is used on a building 
that changes things. After that, everyone else 
wanted their project to be an icon.’

Lawrence wondered if creating an icon is 
about ‘capturing the zeitgeist’, with a moment 
in which the designer has seen the future and 
captured it in their work. Or perhaps it is 
something reactionary and different, such as 
Marcel Duchamps’ Fountain urinal artwork, 
which still raises questions and discussion today.

Or might broader issues facing society be 
the prompt for ground-breaking, potentially 
iconic, creativity? Soane said he believed that 
some of the environmental issues currently on 
the agenda may force the hand of those 
designing and manufacturing products to 
explore different avenues. ‘If we carry on 
doing what we’re doing for very much longer, 
producing lots of “stuff”, then the world will 
radically change. Climate change is very much 
a product of our culture of constantly making 
things and throwing them away. You can sit in 

your bubble and carry on designing nice 
things, but I think young people are interested 
in trying to find new ways of existing that 
might be more light on their feet.

‘The Body Shop used to do refills. It was 
way ahead of its time and really showed 
initiative. The problem was it wasn’t “sexy” or 
marketable enough, and involved customers 
having to carry their old bottles around.’

Michaelis added: ‘That speaks of a 
movement that is much bigger than just a 
single icon. Maybe there is some relevance 
there in what future generations need to do – 
it’s not just one small thing, but rather a much 
larger scope of actions.’

So were more iconic things made in the 
Sixties because people were more socially 
aware? Brady suggests that consumer 
perspectives are an important means of 
understanding some of these factors: ‘I read 
a survey on how happy people felt during 
different decades. Those in the Fifties had the 

seen as more desirable.’ Brady suggested that 
this is again symptomatic of the marketing 
machine that encourages consumers to 
believe they need a certain product in order to 
‘fit in’ or be accepted. ‘As such, some of these 
products are seen as iconic to own, whereas 
when I was growing up, my impression of 
something iconic was an old established 
product, or even an antique, rather than 
something contemporary.’

Lawrence asked: ‘Is it so bad to want to 
attain something, to own nice things? Is it not 
simply aspirational to want to own a beautiful 
chair rather than just a basic chair, for 
example?’

‘It’s interesting because identity is often 
seen as being conferred though ownership 
rather than through experience or friendship 
or community,’ said Soane. ‘I think actually 
that’s breaking down and creating big problems 
in many areas. It starts with the idea that “yes, 
I’ll buy those trainers” and yet those same 
trainers are going to be in landfill within a year.

‘We can all probably name 30 or so icons, 
but for us that status has been earned through 
its longevity, its part in history and its 
continuous path in our world, but how do you 
separate that out from all these other things 
around ownership as we know it today?’

Pena brought along what he considers  
to be a true icon – a hammock. ‘I come from 
Columbia and we have lots of hammocks.  

It came from the Indians who used to use this 
material as fishing nets but was then also used 
for this purpose too. I hold it up as an example 
of something that cannot really be improved.  
I genuinely don’t know how you would be able 
to make it better.’

Michaelis added: ‘Perhaps an icon isn’t 
really designed by someone but is actually just 
one of the simple, beautiful necessities of life.’

Striving for special
Within the machinery of the design or 
architecture process, where does the thirst for 
icons come from? If, has had already been 
discussed, many icons as we recognise them 
today were never created with that status in 
mind, why do some strive to achieve this? 
Lawrence posed the question: ‘Are the words 
“iconic” and “innovative” in briefs from clients 
being used because we as designers are not 
creating beautiful enough things, that they feel 
they need to embellish it further to get what 
we want?’

Brierley replied: ‘It’s often the non-
architectural briefs that say that, and it’s 
normally a sign that it will be a project that 
will be won on a couple of visualisations, and 
that there may not be a great deal of substance 
behind it all.’

It can be about ‘big bang’ moments, added 
Heath: ‘Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao 
is one of those moments in the architectural 
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Heath agreed: ‘That’s a clear icon, not  
least because pretty much every single metro 
network around the world has based its  
maps on that idea.’

Soane believes that technology has  
a big impact on how we view such radical, 
innovative ideas today compared to those of 
the past: ‘The problem with technology is that 
by its own definition, it’s constantly in a state 
of flux. That’s why we have some qualms 
about outright naming the iPod as an icon 
because, like all technology, it is eventually 
superseded and potentially fails at some point.

‘There’s a famous essay written by Andre 
Breton in 1936 in which he talks about the 
“crisis of the object” and that how until the 
19th century, no-one would keep a broken 
teapot or jug. But then the Victorians invented 
this brilliant thing called nostalgia whereby 
you held on to objects that had no function 
anymore purely because they were pretty or 
reminded you of something. In a way, that’s 
quite an interesting hinge point where we 
started the accumulation of stuff.’

Bhuiyan said: ‘I’m not sure an object has 
to work indefinitely to be considered an icon. 
For me, every era has its own icons. Perhaps 
what’s changed is because of the way in which 
the current generation works and the way 
technology moves so much faster, is that these 
iconic ideas come through much more quickly 
and are more fleeting. Kids don’t necessarily 
want things that last for a very long time, and 
nor do we manufacture things in that way.’

‘In a way, it shows that it doesn’t really 
matter,’ replied Soane. ‘The way that icon 
status is conferred is really through “curation”, 
so they become relevant when they’re selected 
for a museum or whatever. The interesting 
thing about the hammock suggestion though 
is that no-one chose it; it’s just a thing that 
does its job and does it well.’ 

as a designer, or the manufacturer Hille, 
which made it a household name?’

Laurence said: ‘But that’s the thing; it’s 
known by us as designers but is it really a 
household name today?’ Suggested Soane: 
‘The reason it worked then was because it was 
affordable and well-designed and there’s 
something very important about that. The 
problem now in our copycat world is that  
even the IKEA boss said last year “we’re at 
maximum stuff”. The reason we go back to 
some of these things from the past is that they 
perhaps represent the very best of their kind.’

Michaelis added: ‘Perhaps iconic in this 
sense is also to do with “simplicity”, both in 
terms of the simplicity of materials aligned 
with a very clear aim and direction which is 
slightly lost nowadays because there are so 
many new materials available.’

Soane argued that consumerism has 
changed drastically over the years. ‘Where 
before, you might buy the iconic Chanel 
handbag, that would be it and you had it for 
life. Now, a new one will come out before long 
with slightly different detailing and it feeds 
consumer anxiety about having the very latest 
or the best version of something. There is no 
longer that purity to it, which I think makes it 
harder to define an icon in that context.’

Staying power
So is there an environmental benefit in 
something being seen as an icon, in terms of it 
being kept for the long-term rather than being 
thrown away? Brady wondered whether the glass 
buildings that many of us work in today will 
still be around in 100 years’ time for example.

Heath said: ‘They aren’t designed to last 
that long. Some were built to last 30 years,  
and then occasionally you have one like the 
Lloyd’s building, which was always intended 
to have things added or replaced over time  
but now it can’t because it’s been Listed.

‘Which begs the question of whether you 
can have an iconic building that could ultimately 
become dysfunctional,’ added Lawrence.

Brady replied: ‘Old buildings such as 

chapels have done, but have subsequently 
been repurposed as housing. So some types of 
buildings are able to be adapted quite easily, 
but I’m looking at modern glass buildings and 
I wonder if one day we’ll have a gap in 
architectural history where none of these 
buildings remain.’

The pace of redical thinking
Dowling put forward Frank Pick’s famous 
London Underground map for discussion: 
‘It’s such a clever idea because the distance 
between Leicester Square and Covent Garden 
might be 200 yards, whereas between stations 
further out might be 15 miles. He moved away 
from doing a geographical map altogether in 
favour of clarity and simplicity. It was radical 
thinking, quite different to anything that had 
gone before it.’
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Editorial Examples

Wyatt added: ‘Universities think long-term 
because they build and operate the buildings. 
Developers elsewhere might well be interested 
in sustainability but they build a project, fit 
meters on to the utilities and then pass all 
responsibility for it to the tenant, so there is  
no further incentive for them. On any project,  
a client that is to operate the building going 
forward is generally more involved, more 
active and more passionate about it.’

So what does the future hold, 10 or 20 
years down the line? Will a new generation 
care about all this as much as us – or perhaps 
be even more caring? ‘It’s an unstoppable 
trend,’ said Riddlestone. ‘I’ve always been  
an environmentalist but it used to be a very 
narrow or niche interest and one that most 
people didn’t even think about. Now everyone 

has greater awareness and it’s going through 
all of the professions and discussed politically 
on the world stage. Its profile may go up and 
down, depending on the politicians of the day, 
but I think the trend is an upwards one.’

Wyatt said: ‘There are different challenges 
for different generations. We talk a lot about 
air quality in London and how poor it is, but  
if you look at the historical graphs you can see 
it is so much better than it used to be back in 
the days of widespread use of coal fires. We  
do have challenges and there will always be 
challenges for the industry. Hopefully the ones 
we have now will be solved in 10 or 15 years’ 
time and by then we will be dealing with a 
different set.’

Being bold enough to try something new  
is perhaps one of the issues to confront in  
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the years ahead. Sometimes, one of the biggest 
obstacles to overcome is getting the client on 
board to try something new. Alistair Barr said 
that paint manufacturer Dulux had developed  
a system for processing the old unused paint 
that lurks in almost every school, college and 
university. The resulting paint is then about 80 
per cent recycled – albeit with a restricted choice 
of colours. ‘Ours was one of the first projects  
to use this paint,’ said Barr. ‘I think within our 
industry we have a role to play in encouraging 
these sorts of innovations. Many clients are 
scared to be the first to try something, but if you 
have a client that is open to new ideas then we 
should be pushing that. And if it works well we 
should all be celebrating it and bringing it to 
wider attention. That’s the way you get people  
to invest in new products and new ideas.’ 
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What are the real drivers behind sustainable 
design? Are ‘green’ choices always dependent on 

the cost and return of investment? FX brought 
together experts in sustainable building to 

discuss some of the challenges and opportunities 
facing this and the next generation of architects 

and designers… Report by Toby Maxwell
Photography by Gareth Gardner
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THE IMPACT on the environment of materials 
and energy consumption in the contract sector 
cannot be overstated. Recycling, upcycling, 
energy consumption and sustainability in all 
its characteristics are critical components of 
the construction and design process, but are 
all stakeholders doing enough to enable us  
to make collective progress in shaping a 
sustainable design future?

Put into context, the scale of these issues 
become clear. ‘It’s a big challenge,’ said Sue 
Riddlestone, co-founder and CEO of 
sustainability charity Bioregional. ‘If you think 
about materials, the reality is that if everyone 
around the world consumed as much in terms 
of materials and resources as we do in the 
West then we would need three planets rather 
than just the one we have. Architects and 
designers in particular have an important  
part to play, since around 70 per cent of the 
environmental impact of a new building is 
from the chosen construction materials. It’s 
not just the initial creation of those buildings 
either – they need to be designed for 
dismantling so that materials can be reused.  
A lot of that is just not happening at all,  
so there is a long way to go.’

She adds that until it becomes slick and 
almost second nature for everyone to be 
making decisions with these factors in mind, 
we perhaps need to draw as much attention as 
possible to those who are leading in this area. 
‘What’s more, if through taking a zero-waste 
approach it is possible to reduce costs then 
that also helps focus minds. Getting the saving 
money element in there is very useful.’

Nigel White, MD of building services 
engineering consultancy JDP, responded:  
‘I would support that. It’s all very well having 
an altruistic leader who is doing things on 
moral grounds but most clients don’t see it 
like that. The prime driver is often one of  
cost. Most clients are looking for three-year 
paybacks, which is a real challenge on most of 
the engineering solutions that we put forward.’

Taking the long-term view
This all begs the question, will clients pay 
more for something more sustainable? Alistair 
Barr, chairman of architecture practice Barr 
Gazetas, said: ‘Sometimes it costs more but if 
you prove that the client is getting something 
more out of it then it does become possible. 
We’re lucky enough to work with the Crown 
Estate and when we discuss ideas with its 
people they are very clear that it is far from 
being a short-term developer. Through its 
head of sustainability, on a recent Grade II 
listed building, they’ve charged us with the 
task of getting the best BREAAM rating 
possible. It involved committing to an extra 
two per cent on the budget to get it from an 
“excellent” to “outstanding” but subsequently 
the letting agent says it is pretty sure that the 
building was let faster because of that.

‘In addition, the Crown has a “green lease” 
that says if it wants to move in to its building, 
the commercial tenant has to undertake  
certain things. Initially, the letting agent was 
concerned that it would frighten away potential 
tenants, but what has happened is that it 
attracted an interesting group of tenants drawn 
to the idea of a green lease and which make  
a great deal of it on their websites et cetera.’

Chairing the discussion, FX editorial 
director Theresa Dowling asked: ‘But do you 
have to work hard to inspire other clients to 
take this kind of approach? Is there an 
education and example approach that needs 
to be taken with new clients?’

‘I think my other clients are probably 
bored of me talking about the Crown Estate,’ 
joked Barr. ‘If I get briefed on a project and  
it says that just an ordinary BREAAM is fine,  
I will try to show the client the building and 
use it as a marketing tool – or a marketing 
stick – to say that this is possible, even within  
a listed building in central London. I may  
have alienated half of my clients, but when 
you have such a great example to talk about,  
it feels like you should.’

The quest for measurable impact
So with eco options broadening and a 
proliferation of sustainable certification such 
as EPC, Part L and BREEAM, how have things 
moved on during the past 10 years? Simon 
Wyatt, associate director at engineering 
consultancy Cundall, said: ‘All the certification 
that we talk about are little steps but are steps 
in the right direction. They’re all pushing the 
standard forward, but it’s such a broad area 
and none of these things are fully proven.  
They are of course a good idea but none of 
them can be accurately rated at the moment.’

He believes that the problem in the UK in 
particular is that these standards and regulations 
can lead to projects being at risk of ‘death by 
over-regulation’. ‘When BREEAM came out  
in the Nineties, it was a positive because you  
sat down with the design team and it gave you 
good ideas on how you could improve water 
consumption and energy usage. Now it’s more 
like planning enforcement that requires you  
to get to a certain score. Most contractors want 
to get to the ‘cheapest score’. There are lots  
of things in there that can be sustainable but 
tend to get lost. Is it better to spend £10,000 on 
something that gives you lots of sustainability 
benefits but only gives you one point on the 
scoring, or spend £2,000 on something that 
gives you five points and a higher rating, yet 
may bring no specific sustainability benefits? 
That’s the choice facing many contractors  
and developers.’

He added that although some clients have 
very well-informed sustainability teams that 
are fully embedded within their organisations, 
many other organisations class sustainability 
as very important to them, but often the 
message gets lost as it goes down the supply 
chain. ‘They put together briefs that are 200 
pages long but which no-one reads, or they 
have a group of project managers who are 
under tight time or cost constraints to deliver 
projects. They may want to do the best, but  
at the end of the day, the key thing for them  
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everyone around the 
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materials and resources 
as we do in the West 
then we would need 
three planets rather 
than just one’
Sue Riddlestone  
co-founder and CEO, Bioregional
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is to deliver on time and cost – they may not 
be fulfilling their organisation’s aspirations 
but they are doing their job as best they can. 
Unless they have clear involvement from the 
top, it risks getting lost for these reasons.’

Sustainable design as standard
Alex Michaelis, partner at Michaelis Boyd, 
said: ‘Our approach is that we should just be 
doing it and hardly even having the conversation 
with the client in terms of detailed information 
and explanations because they are busy and 
can also get bored with such detail. So it’s 
something we take on within the basic fabric 
of the buildings – almost guerrilla detailing – 
because the cost difference is very minimal 
and there are usually bigger issues to take up 
the client’s time with. So orientation, building 
fabric and cost-effective lighting are all very 
basic, instinctive things that designers can just 
get on with and do.’

Craig Jones, architecture director at Boon 
Brown Architects, agrees: ‘It comes under the 
heading of good design – creating the building 
in such a way that it requires the least resources 
to operate right from the start. It applies no 
matter whether you’re designing in residential 
or commercial; it’s the real starting point.

‘But it also depends on who exactly is the 

client? Our own market has moved heavily 
towards residential and bulk housing. 
Ultimately, the client is whoever ends up 
being the people who are going to live there, 
either renting or purchasing. I’m not sure that 
they are placing enough commercial pressure 
on wanting better sustainability, better 
recycling credentials in what they’re buying. 
Maybe – in London in particular –  
the product is just too expensive in a market 
where the threshold is already high enough.  
If you’re conscious about the clothes you wear 
and you want a certain material for your shirt 
for example, or buying organic food, or even 
the environmental implications of the car that 
you drive, it seems that the same level of 
awareness is just not there when it comes  
to the built environment.

‘So it means that for a lot of developers 
there is no-one pushing them to do more 
beyond the basic limit of what they have to 
provide, and I think that’s where the problem is.’

Bioregional’s Sue Riddlestone replied: ‘But  
it could be used as a commercial advantage. 
In our limited development experience,  
we’ve found that if you build a community  
for sustainable living and you highlight the 
features of that – which are as much social  
as to do with energy saving and waste – then 
the units will sell more quickly than a 
comparable development nearby.’

There is some suggestion that an openness 
to integrating sustainability into projects could 
be linked to established generational views  
on the topic. Philip Gray, head of sustainability 
at architecture and design practice BDP – 
which hosted the design seminar at its  
London offices – said: ‘The Part 1 and Part 2 
architects we see arriving here are far more 
environmentally savvy than some of the older 
ones. I look in the recycling bins and there are 
drinks cans in the compostable bins, and it’s 
not the younger people in the building who 
are doing that, but it’s often the contractors 
who either don’t care or are not in tune with 
how we operate and the implications of not 
working with it in terms of landfill tax. I think 
over the next 10 to 15 years we will see a new 
generation that will be embracing and 
demanding these things as standard.’

Riddlestone said: ‘It’s not just the 
education of the architect, the engineer  
or others working within the industry. The 
biggest impact needs to happen with the 
client. You might go into a meeting with a 
client and they may not initially be interested 
in sustainability, but when you talk about One 
Planet Living – it is based on 10 wide-ranging 
principles – you can always find something 
within it that resonates. When you start talking 
about social, cultural or health and happiness 
elements, there is going to be something that 
they are interested in. Once they buy in to 
that, they become much more open to the 
process and seeing the benefits of the other 
parts of it. So it’s about going to clients not 
with an attempt to enforce these ideas but 
getting them on board with the benefits and 
driving it forward from there.’

‘As designers, we can 
propose all sorts of 
snazzy and innovative 
solutions but often 
never get to see if they 
were fully implemented 
or used as we expected 
them to be used. It’s  
a fundamental flaw 
within the construction 
process’
Philip Gray  
head of sustainability, BDP
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Understanding the benefits
There is also the matter of understanding, 
however. There remains a danger of a 
muddling of the messages surrounding 
sustainable design, what it entails and the 
benefits it can really bring. Michaelis said:  
‘It begs the question, what is sustainability? 
Every client will have heard 100 different 
things about what it actually means and they 
are often befuddled by so many descriptions 
and codes. It causes them to switch off 
altogether as it can be really technical. There 
really needs to be something written for 
clients that can help them understand quite 
quickly what each different type of code 
represents and what sustainability really is.’

Riddlestone suggested that her own 
organisation’s One Planet Living initiative 
goes some way towards making this whole 
process that much more accessible: ‘It is  
a framework for sustainability, based on  
10 principles, thats look at water, energy and 
waste but also takes into account happiness, 
culture and community, equality. It looks  
at everything and can be used as an over-
arching framework to include the Code for 
Sustainable Homes, the World Building 
Standard, and BREEAM.’

She said sustainability is basically made up 
of different building blocks and everyone has 
different ideas on what they want to do, so using 
a framework that is completely holistic means 
they can pick and choose the parts that are best 
for them. If they just want to focus on minimum 
levels of energy consumption then they can  
do that, but if they want an approach that 
incorporates the wellbeing of their staff then that 
can be included too in a step-by-step approach.

‘Because it’s about people, how they live 
their lives and what they need, it means that 
everyone can relate to it more easily just on  
a human level rather than solely from a 
professional perspective.’

How can sustainable initiatives be driven 
forward? Is it a matter of letting Government 
set the pace for long-term change? Perhaps so, 
but Alistair Barr believes the industry has to 
step up its own efforts in the meantime: ‘I’m 
bored of waiting for Government to take 
action. As an industry, it’s for us to be selling 
some of these ideas to our clients. If there is  
a way in which we can say to potential 
homebuyers for example that this new house 
has comfort and financial benefits from being 
better insulated and carefully specified in 
terms of sustainability – and package all that 
up in a way that is easy to understand – then 
that would be a great thing.’

But what of the developers role? For them, 
does it all just come down to money? ‘It does 
ultimately, but it also comes down to what the 
market wants,’ said Cundall’s Simon Wyatt.  
‘If you go to pretty much any office building  
in London, you will see that they are being let 
at BREEAM “excellent” because without that 
tenants may be looking for a “brown discount’. 
Quantity surveyors will tell you that there is 
not really such a thing as a correlation 
between rating system and higher rent, but 

what they are seeing is tenants negotiating  
for rent discounts if there is no BREEAM 
certificate. So it’s more of a brown discount 
than a green premium. There has always been 
the search for green premiums but it doesn’t 
seem to work like that. We asked quite a few 
heads of lettings whether anyone had ever 
asked about energy consumption of a building 
before they signed the contract and the 
answer was no. The people who are tasked 
with finding the space are not interested, and 
by the time those who are come on board, the 
location has typically already been chosen.’

Lifestyle issues
Riddlestone suggested that often when we 
think about sustainability from a design and 
architecture perspective, we can be quite 
preoccupied with just the building, but thinking 
also about how people use and live in the 
building, and how we can enable a healthier 
lifestyle is a really important approach. ‘It’s 
down to the One Planet Living approach – 
designing for a sustainable lifestyle, and by 
default a healthier lifestyle. We worked on a 
zero-carbon community in Brighton in which 
a couple lost around 35kg between them since 
moving in as their lifestyle has changed so 
much through walking around the city rather 

‘On any project, a client 
that is going to operate 
the building going 
forward is generally 
more involved, more 
active and more 
passionate about 
sustainability’
Simon Wyatt  
associate director, Cundall
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than driving everywhere, got involved in the 
community and changed their lifestyle.’

Opting for a more sustainable lifestyle  
is appealing to many for a host of reasons,  
but from a financial perspective, is it truly 
attainable for everyone? Given the high levels 
of personal debt in wider society, will the 
future generation be in any position to 
negotiate green deals on the financial back 
foot? Wyatt responded: ‘Not until the housing 
crisis is resolved. You could pretty much build 
any kind of residential space right now and it 
would sell. There are companies that have put 
properties on the market without openable 
windows because they’ve been put up as 
quickly as possible and they’ve still sold in  
a matter of seconds.’

Craig Jones of Boon Brown Architects 
added: ‘There’s a lot of disjointed thinking, but 
the industry is moving forward positively. It’s 
just that sometimes it’s only small steps. Pre-
fabrication for example, is making a difference. 
It has become a no-brainer to pre-manufacture 
certain utilities so that sections can just be 
effectively plugged in, saving time and with no 
waste. That then leads to modular construction, 
and I believe the investment in this type of 
construction has been phenomenal in the UK 
in past 12 to 18 months. It’s still a very small 
percentage of potential construction overall 
but it can only grow as people start to see its 
benefits. Factory construction and modular 
techniques can ultimately help to reduce waste.

‘With developing technology and 3D 
printing there are plenty of people out there 
trying to create that first built form using those 
techniques. A lot is going to happen, and in  
a short timescale we will see some quite 
significant advances, but fighting against that 
right now is the continuing housing crisis and 
the need to just “build build build”.’

A clearer path
Taking the guesswork out of the process is also 
an important factor said Riddlestone. ‘One 
thing we’ve found that makes a difference is 
giving people “toolkits”. We’ve done this with 
One Planet Living with the idea being that 
users can easily access and share knowledge. 
What is also important though is to ensure that 
the “performance gap” on green development 
is kept to a minimum. A designer can create  
a highly sustainable plan for a project but 
contractors and sub-contractors come in and 
don’t always implement it in the way in which 
it was intended. Primarily it’s a skills issue and 
especially about having good communication 
at the right stages of the project.’

JDP’s Nigel White said: ‘It’s inherent in  
the process of competitive tendering. If you’re 
looking for the lowest price, contractors are 
going to tender for the lowest price, and 
they’re going to look for the lowest price from 
their sub-contractors. Somewhere along the 
line, someone is going to be cutting corners  
to get that price down.’

BDP’s Philip Gray said: ‘It has been a 
problem over a number of years on projects 
where the designer hands the project over to 
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DEFINING SUSTAINABILITY
The term is so widely used and yet is seemingly subjective enough  
to be open to many different interpretations. We asked participants 
of our latest design seminar event for their take…

Craig Jones, Boon Brown Architects
‘As an architect, I am duty bound by 
the ARB Code of Conduct to “where 
appropriate, advise clients how best 
to conserve and enhance the quality 
of the environment and its natural 
resources”. In parallel, I have to 
formulate a client’s brief to deliver 
the best possible design considering 
physical influences, planning policy 
objectives and financial limitations. So 
design is a process of understanding 
the complete brief and making 
compromise allowances for all 
influences; good design achieves  
all these targets in equal measure 
and meets our aspiration to improve 
the environmental conditions within 
which we live and work.

‘From a sustainability perspective, 
our objective is to deliver a passive 
design approach to ensure that the 
building reacts to its environment in 
a positive way at the outset such that 
solar gain, natural ventilation and 
heat loss are balanced to minimise 
energy consumption.’

Sue Riddlestone, Bioregional
‘Sustainability is too often seen as a 
mystifying subject, a matter for the 
“experts”. It’s also often phrased 
negatively – limiting negative impacts, 
reducing carbon emissions and 
waste and so on. I think the way we 

talk about sustainability should be 
positive and inspirational. It should 
be about all of us being able to live 
happy, healthy lives, within the 
means of our one planet, and with 
space left for wildlife and wilderness. 
At Bioregional, we call this idea One 
Planet Living – it’s a simple and 
inspirational concept that everyone 
can understand and buy in to.’

Alistair Barr, Barr Gazetas
‘The three pillars of sustainability are 
environmental, economic and social. 
Just designing environmentally efficient 
buildings is not enough and I want all 
our projects to begin with a discussion 
of how to create great places.

‘As designers, we should always 
be making places where people want 
to live, work and play. I want to create 
social spaces for homes, office or 
leisure and mixed-use schemes.  
That way many health and wellbeing 
benefits can flow from the project  
to reinforce the environmental and 
economic achievements.’

Simon Wyatt, Cundall
‘In my lifetime I have been lucky 
enough to see many of the natural 
wonders of this planet. Sustainability 
to me is being able to preserve and 
protect it for my daughter to enjoy 
when she is old enough.’

the construction teams and then never get to 
see it again. There is a real oversight here in 
not having the designer go back to check that 
things are working as originally planned. As 
designers, we can propose all sorts of snazzy 
and innovative solutions but often never get  
to see if they were fully implemented or used 
as we expected them to be used. It’s a 
fundamental flaw within the construction 
process that there are these two separate and 
distinct aspects of “design” and “build”.’

Cundall’s Simon Wyatt, saying that the Soft 
Landings Framework [a joint initiative of the 
Building Services Research and Information 
Association (BSRIA) and the Usable Buildings 
Trust (UBT) to help smooth the transition into 
use for new buildings] outlines how this could 
work, asked: ‘Why aren’t we using it? Why isn’t 
it embedded? For some reason people are not 
using it as widely as they could, but it has great 
potential.’ Sue Riddlestone replied: ‘We have 
come up with our own version of this called 
BEPIT (Building Energy Performance 
Improvement Toolkit), which is actually a very 
simple intervention that could save a lot of the 
time and expense involved in snagging. It is 
possible to solve these things.’

Theresa Dowling asked how important it 
was for architects and designers to know that 
the suppliers they use – and the products they 
provide – have the right kind of sustainable 
credentials. White said: ‘For some of the 
younger designers, it is very tempting to let a 
manufacturer almost do the design on a project 
for them but that’s the easy way out. Just 
getting a product in because it was the easy 
solution is not right and I strongly discourage 
that, particularly for young engineers who 
really have to be able to work out how to 
design things for themselves before they allow 
a manufacturer do it for them.’

Alex Michaelis added: ‘You often have  
to go deeper to find out whether various 
manufacturers’ claims are really true, a bit  
like when food brands might say something  
is “organic”. We do quite a lot of work to 
assure ourselves about certain products.

‘We do a lot of work with existing buildings 
and trying – and often failing – to get people to 
reuse materials and change their philosophy 
from demolition to deconstruction. In the areas 
we work in, people will quite often throw away 
a bathroom that is only a year or so old, even if 
there is an opportunity to recycle or re-sell it.’

Rethink and repurpose
There is much scope for reusing materials 
within projects of all sizes but, says 
Riddlestone, it requires buy-in from all 
concerned: ‘You can save money using 
reclaimed material such as wood but there is 
the “faff factor” to take into account. You need 
to have the trade on side – it almost requires  
a workshop process right at the beginning of  
a project with all the different trades involved 
and including the finance director and sales 
people, in order to get everyone to buy in  
to the project. Once you’ve done that then  
it can work really well. And it’s a lot more fun 

to work on projects like that, with good team 
spirit from all parties and plenty of goodwill 
for trying to make it work.’

In terms of clients, are there torchbearers 
for sustainable design wondered Joe Parry, 
director of global marketing at Universal 
Fibers, sponsor of the design seminar. He 
asked the panel: ‘Is there a segment in the 
commercial design and build industry that  
is especially receptive or interested or which  
is challenging architects and designers to 
deliver more sustainability in the work that 
they’re doing? Is it Government, education, 
healthcare, corporate or residential?’

Gray suggested this would be the higher 
education sector: ‘Students are a huge 
business and bring a large amount of money 
into these institutions. Fierce competition 
among institutions places great emphasis  
on the provision of fantastic spaces that 
encourage learning. If you can demonstrate 
this to prospective students then this can  
be really important for them.’

Top Joe Parry, director   
of global marketing,  
Universal Fibers

Above left Philip Gray,  
head of sustainability, BDP 
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‘For a lot of developers, 
there is no-one pushing 
them to do more beyond 
the basic limit of what 
they have to provide, 
and I think that’s where 
the problem is.’
Craig Jones  
architectural director, Boon Brown Architects
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set of spaces in schools now. It means you are 
so limited in what you can do and how you can 
enhance or embellish a space.’

Hook points out that even on a more 
limited budget, rural schools can still make 
the most of their surroundings, ensuring that 
ventilation and natural daylight are maximised 
to bring the internal spaces as close as possible 
to the outside, but that in urban school 
projects, the task is a much bigger challenge.

‘Of course it’s not only about nature,’ she 
added. ‘There is also lots that can be done with 
aspects such as colour, which hospitals have 
been doing really well with for a number of 
years, integrating the building with people’s 
natural connection with colour. Alder Hey 
Hospital in Liverpool is a fantastic example of 
what can be achieved. With schools we try and 
do the same kind of thing, but more often than 
not you’re dealing with existing furniture, for 
example, so you can do the base build, introduce 
subtle colours and the rest, but if all they’ve got 
is bright blue chairs then the effect is limited.’

John Avery, director at LOM Architecture, 
which hosted the design seminar at its offices 
in Shoreditch, East London, said: ‘One of the 
real positives is that every school has to have 
some outdoor space. That’s quite unique 
compared with a lot of other building types. 
Habitat space is one of the types of outdoor 
area that is recognised, and in rural areas that 
can make for some interesting projects.

‘A lot of the work we do on schools is in 
outer London so the space tends to be quite 
confined, and the problem there is that even 
when you have a decent amount of outdoor 
space – a hard play area, a multi-use space, a 
car park – the amount of genuinely natural 
space gets whittled away. Being more creative 
about how schools use outdoor play areas 
could be one way of addressing it.’

Hook said: ‘One encouraging development 
is the emergence of forest schools in the 
primary-school sector. Often it is schools  
in more-deprived areas that are benefitting the 
most from being able to offer one day a week for 
pupils to be outside, building fires and learning 
in different ways outside of  the classroom.”

Making the case for biophilia
So in the context of restricted budgets and 
ever-tightening controls on public spending, 
can a convincing argument be made for 
greater investment in these aspects of school 
design? Research suggests that biophilic 
design has been found to improve productivity 
in offices, but what about schools? Do some of 
the same principles apply?

Avery said: ‘A claim was made in New York 
that improving daylight in schools could save 
$200m a year in lost parental wages: they’ve 
worked out that you could potentially save 
three or four days a year of a child being out  
of school through sickness and measure the 
knock-on cost of that on their parents having  
to miss work accordingly. The problem with 
that is while it’s a fantastic figure to quote,  
it is also incredible hard to find on anyone’s 
balance sheet.’

Heath added: ‘We also know that children 
can learn 20-25 per cent faster in natural light, 
they take less time off and also test results  
and cognitive functioning have been proven  
to improve by between five and 14 per cent,  
so it’s quite a significant potential impact.”

It raised the suggestion however that 
perhaps it is within private investment  
that a change in approach can be fostered. 
Hupe said: ‘In hotels, there should be the 
opportunity to include biophilia in the project 
as part of the solution right from the start and 
exploit it throughout the interior design,  
not just in the pool or spa. There should  
be the kinds of opportunities to invest in this 
in the way that perhaps schools are not yet 
able to.’

Norden said that the key could be in getting 
the right message across: ‘I think in hospitality 
there’s a need to create stories that people can 
engage with. We try to create a story that 
engages the client and then ultimately the 
guest. There is a new project that we’re working 
on at the moment that is full of biophilic 
features. The owner doesn’t call them that  
or necessarily see them in that way, but instead 
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‘BREEAM sometimes 
seems like a box-ticking 
exercise and people 
would perhaps be 
engaging with it more 
if it wasn’t that way’
Tina Norden  
Director, Conran
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Exploring the role nature has to play in contract 
design within education or hospitality, FX brought 

together a panel of architects and designers  
to assess the potential benefits that biophilic 

design could bring to our interior environments.  
Toby Maxwell reports
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NATURE has played an increasing role 
throughout architecture and interior design in 
the past few years. Natural materials – rough 
textures and visual imperfections included – 
have figured prominently on spec lists in both 
the commercial and residential environment for 
a while, but is there more that designers could 
be doing to exploit all that nature has to offer?

Advocates of biophilic design see a very 
different design future, and its one that 
embraces and harnesses some of the natural 
world’s most important assets, and these often 
go beyond simple aesthetics – less about ‘look’ 
and more about ‘feeling’ for those using a space.

Biophilia is defined as a ‘love of life or 
living systems’ or an urge (conscious or 
otherwise) to affiliate and integrate with nature. 
The exploration of how biophilic design can be 
included within architecture and design projects 
is about achieving aims that are far more 
complex than the ‘save the planet’ theme 
associated with sustainability. FX invited  
a group of experts to discuss the potential  
of this relatively new stream of thought and 
how it might be able to help designers come 
up with interior environments that are simply 
better places for humans to be in. 

Chairing the discussion, FX Editor Theresa 
Dowling suggested that while there is lots  
of talk of biophilic design in the office 
environment, it is perhaps less widely thought 
of in other spaces such as schools and hotels. 
Tina Norden, director at Conran, said: ‘While 
we don’t do much school design, we are 
heavily involved in the hospitality sector.  
Very often for those projects it’s literally  
about aesthetics – not just from the clients’ 
perspective but...how designers think too. So it 
can be tricky when biophilic design is seen in 
terms of placing some plants in the space and 
that’s that. To me, the discussion about 
making a location work for people and using 
nature to enable that is a completely different 
one to pure aesthetics.

‘A lot of projects now are BREEAM-rated, 
which is a step in the right direction, but the 
frustration that comes with that sometimes  
is that it’s a box-ticking exercise and people 
would perhaps be engaging with it more if it 
wasn’t that way.’
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Do clients ever specifically ask for biophillic 
design as an element of a project? ‘In my 
experience no,’ said Norden, ‘but that could 
be because clients who are minded towards 
biophilia might go to a specialist in that field 
and would consider it a niche area. But they 
do often want spaces that are good for human 
beings and good for the environment, and you 
don’t have to be a specialist in biophilia to be 
able to work towards that aim.’

Tom Hupe, director of hospitality at 
Perkins & Will, said: ‘It’s very much about 
which angle people are coming from. Like 
Tina, I’m coming at this from the hospitality 
sector, but I guess in education you can link 
biophilia to performance metrics to 
understand the benefits and I’m sure there 
has been research along those lines. In hotels, 
the research is only really just beginning and 
it’s a lot more subjective – areas such as how 
you can improve guest experience, encourage 
people to stay longer or return in the future.  
If you can really obtain the parametrics then 
the client might be more likely to be pushing 
for it in the future. Otherwise, it’s really just 
down to the designers to inform the clients.’

Integrated hinking
One business that has integrated some 
biophilic principals into its customer offering 
is the Scarlet Hotel, near Newquay, Cornwall. 
The high-end hotel has no gym. Instead it 
encourages guests to interact with the 
surrounding environment by taking the hotel 
dog for a walk and exploring the Cornish 
coastline, before returning to the hotel’s 
natural hot tub and natural outdoor 
swimming pool. A stay there is intended  
to be very much about the sensory experience 
as much as the aesthetics.

Oliver Heath, an author on the topic of 
biophilic design and director of Heath Design, 
said: ‘Lots of the thinking behind the hotel are 
ideas and techniques that designers and 
architects already know about. They are ways 
of increasing the quality of the space, such as 
maximising natural light, or including plants – 
and views of plants or nature – into the design.

‘However, the emerging element is the 
term “biophilic design” and the research 
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‘Nature is really a 
universal way of keying 
into things that people 
like, whereas trends 
can be very polarising’
Oliver Heath  
Director and journalist, Heath Design

behind it, which in itself brings real benefits  
to the architects who incorporate it into their 
services. It also brings major benefits to 
building owners and to owner-occupiers.’

Heath adds: ‘We do have BREEAM, which 
is important in helping to deliver sustainable 
buildings, but it is a carbon-centric approach 
that measures the use of our basic resources 
such as gas, water, electricity. Ultimately, the 
most efficient building is probably a solid box 
with no windows, covered with PV panels.

‘Of course, that’s an extreme example, but 
if we were to take that approach, we would 
have a truly sustainable building – but who 
would really want to live there? If we’re talking 
about a building typology that requires people 
to have a beneficial experience from architecture 
then connecting to nature is really a universal 
way of keying into things that people like, 
whereas trends can be very polarising. Levels 
of decoration can vary according to taste, but 
nature appeals to lots of people.’

Norden added: ‘I guess the tricky thing is 
that while it’s relatively easy to do this in a 
beautiful location in Cornwall with views of 
cliffs and the sea, if your project is on a 
landlocked site in a city then it becomes much 
more difficult. How do you do that besides just 
sticking pot plants everywhere? Is it about 
natural materials perhaps?’

Hupe agreed: ‘That’s the bit that really 
interests me – how do you bring biophilia into 
urban hotels? That’s the big challenge, but it 
also has the biggest potential benefit because 
it is an environment in which the stress levels 
could be higher and wellness becomes really 
important. The hotel industry is probably quite 
behind in this at the moment. Until the benefits 
are fully understood – rather than biophilic 
design being seen purely as an optional add-
on – then it will struggle to gain traction.’

Heath pointed out: ‘That’s where we as 
designers have an opportunity though. There 
is a vast body of biophilic design research out 
there which has been undertaken during the 
past 30 years and which has not yet been 
interpreted in terms of the impact it can have 
on the built environment.’

Simon Hamilton, customer service 
manager at Interface, said: ‘Funnily enough,  
I was looking to book a hotel yesterday for a 
business trip and I noticed on the website that 
it had an ‘eco option’ and I wondered what that 
really meant. It turns out it was just to opt-out 
of some of the hotel services, so you would have 
the towels changed less regularly for example.’

Hupe said: ‘In that context, it suggests a 
sustainable hotel means a reduced level of 
service. I think it underlines the difference 
between this eco/sustainable idea and 
biophilia. The former is more about simply 
saving resources, whereas the latter also 
incorporates the wellness side of things. I read 
somewhere of biophilia being described as a 
“secret source of sustainability”.’

‘The human-centred aspect is the main 
difference,’ said Heath, ‘but it’s quite difficult 
to say that biophilic design is an “eco thing”. 
It’s probably more accurate to say that it 
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‘Until the benefits are 
fully understood – 
rather than biophilic 
design being seen 
purely as an optional 
add-on – then it will 
struggle to gain traction’
Tom Hupe  
Director of hospitality, Perkins & Will

focuses on our health and wellbeing. The 
connection to sustainability comes when you 
understand that our own health and wellbeing 
is intrinsically liked with that of the 
environment around us.

Norden says that conversations with 
clients – including both big brands as well  
as individual operators – often centres on how 
to enhance the customer experience: ‘That 
ultimately comes down to wellbeing and  
how people enjoy themselves while they are 
staying there. There seems to be much more 
willingness to spend on facilities outside the 
room, so there is an emergence of high-end 
hotels with relatively small rooms but with 
really big public areas that are made really 
inviting and attractive as places to hang-out. 
While this is not so much to do with nature,  
it is about social interaction and engaging with 
other people rather than sitting in a hotel 
room by yourself.’

The illusion of nature
The panel discussed the issue of maintenance 
and how even the most beautiful of office 
environments bedecked with a host of plants 
will only retain the desired effect if the plants 
are watered and looked after – dead plants are, 
after all, worse than no plants at all.

Oliver Heath recalled an example of a 
project in which, because of a timescale too 
limited to grow a wall of plants, a designer 
specified an artificial green wall instead. Does 
that miss the whole point of bringing nature 
into a scheme though? ‘Where budgets don’t 
allow for anything else, maybe it is one way 
around it, to introduce artificial elements of 
nature where possible, adding a few lighter 
touches that are easier to maintain or are 
otherwise more cost effective,’ he said.

Juliet Hook, associate at KSS, said: ‘That 
would certainly be one way of introducing 
biophilic design into schools. A huge problem 
within state schools in particular is the lack  
of funding. The education planning authority 
has to pare everything back to the absolute 
minimum so even if there is scope to 
introduce some of these design ideas, there  
is unlikely to be the budget for ongoing 
maintenance. So this approach is a potential 
way of bringing it into schools.’

Heath added: ‘The cost issue is always  
at the forefront. But do we first and foremost 
need to be looking at the issue of delivering 
buildings that are fit for purpose? Is the school 
simply a box, or is there a benefit to the national 
economy in children have a more positive 
experience of education from primary level 
right through secondary and university levels 
to make it the most inspirational of spaces?’

‘Without a doubt,’ said Hook. ‘Unfortunately, 
schools have suffered massively from [lack of]
funding. The previous programme of funding 
had huge aspirations and did start to make 
progress into creating the kinds of spaces that 
we’re talking about, but now it’s gone 
completely the other way. Admittedly, to an 
extent it needed to, but now it is too pared 
back and we’re talking about a very formulaic 
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‘Biophilia brings 
benefits that you don’t 
necessarily get with 
the more carbon-
centric approach 
to sustainability’
Oliver Heath  
Director and journalist, Heath Design
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FX brought together creative experts from across 
the industry to discuss the buzz word of the decade 
– branding. And yet it’s a topic that remains one of 
the most misused and misunderstood of business 

terms, begging the question: how can interior 
designers make sense of it all?

Above Luke Miles

BRAND 
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ANYONE who has been involved in the 
development of corporate branding will be 
familiar with the resistance to change that  
all-too-often afflicts such projects. The more 
daring and creative the project is, the more 
criticism it can attract.

A particularly stark example of this effect 
can be found in one of the most high-profile 
examples of bold branding in recent years. 
Wolf Olins’ design for the London 2012 
Olympic Games centred on a logo that was 
initially met with huge criticism and even 
national ridicule thanks to one or two of the 
national tabloids. But such a reaction should 
not discourage risk-taking and creative 
thinking of course, and Suzanne Livingston, 
Head of strategy at Wolff Olins, who would 
have borne the brunt of the criticism at the 
time, said afterwards: ‘What was for us a 
disaster at the beginning became a job of 
which I am most proud. The whole thing has 
been wonderfully, extraordinarily high stakes 
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from start to finish. May the mission to do 
“like never before” go on and on.’

The logo was one of the starting points for 
this special FX Design Seminar, which took 
place recently at the offices of I-Am Associates 
in central London and included a panel of 
branding experts from various corners of the 
creative sector industry.

James Burke, creative director of 
Acrylicize, said of the London 2012 logo:  
‘It said a lot about the brand of British design. 
It was very progressive and took a consciously 
different approach. It flew the flag for Britain 
as a leader in doing things differently and I felt 
quite proud about it.’

John Regan, creative director at FITCH, 
added: ‘Four years later we still talk about the 
London Olympics logo – but can anyone 
remember last year’s Rio logo?’

I-Am’s 3D director Paul Tynan agreed: 
‘That emphasises the “legacy” aspect of the 
Olympics in some ways. Four years on, the 

logo still has a resonance. For me, the strength 
of branding is in provoking a reaction.’

Discussion moved on to the distinction 
between branding as a strategic tool versus the 
logo-led visual aspect that most people think 
of when using the ‘B’ word. Nigel Bunclark, an 
independent director of workplace strategy and 
transformation, said: ‘Branding is far more 
than just a typeface. Practices such as Wolf Olins 
were one of the first agencies to articulate that 
really well. It’s not so much about the 
execution of a logo, colours or visual styles, 
but more about the thinking behind that.’

Jon Tollit, principal at Gensler, said: ‘The 
strategic upstream and the transition into 
design is what can often be a problem. A lot of 
time and money is spent on strategy and that 
is often then put on the shelf for a designer to 
pick up and turn into something visual. I think 
in some ways we’ve lost the interaction between 
the strategy and the design. We should front-
end some of that real stuff a little more in 

order to establish what a brand should really 
look like, smell like, and taste like. That’s 
where designers sometimes struggle.’

IN THE BEGINNING
So how did branding get its place high up on 
the agenda of pretty much every business in 
the world? It has some of its earliest origins  
in quality assurance, with food manufacturers 
using their name as a guarantee of quality over 
other unnamed alternatives. Participants 
around the table suggested that other starting 
points were the appearance of the family name 
above the door of a shop or factory, and also the 
need to clearly label the provenance of produce 
that had been distributed during an age of 
improving transportation of food and other goods. 
Each of these elements were fundamentally 
about gaining the trust of customers.

Simon Jordan, director at Jump Studios, 
said: ‘The idea that it is “just” a logo is really  
a 20th-century idea, where you needed to 
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‘Good designers are 
agnostic – they don’t 
have any kind of fixed 
beliefs when they first 
meet a new client or 
start a project’
Simon Jordan, Jump Studios

Left John Regan

Right Paul Tynan

Far right Simon Jordan

Bottom right Theresa Dowling

058 SEMINAR

differentiate from other competing products. 
It had an emotional side in the industrial era, 
which we’re in some ways moving away from 
now. We’re moving into a different world that  
has seen a huge rise of tech companies, many 
of which don’t want to be a brand, they want 
to be seen as a utility.’

Gensler’s Jon Tollit agreed: ‘Taking the 
form of a utility means they can evolve. People 
are changing brands rather than brands 
changing people. A business’s customers  
and staff are its biggest advocates, and 
organisations like Mozilla are even using 
crowdsourcing to help develop their online 
brand – asking people what they want their 
offering to become, not telling customers what 
they can have.’

ACCEPTABLE IN THE EIGHTIES
The Eighties were something of a boom time 
for the notion of branding, as consumerism 
blossomed and businesses of all kinds looked 
to get their messages across. Jon Tollit said:  
‘It was also the start of true globalisation and  
a time in which a brand had to have a huge 
amount of gravitas.’ Joe Parry, director of 
global marketing for Universal Fibers – 
sponsor of this FX Design Seminar – said:  
‘It was a very materialistic time, and it’s hard 
to drive materialism without a brand.’

Luke Miles, founder and director of New 
Territory, said: ‘I remember working on physical 
product and its “design language”, using 
design as a tool to help people at board level 
to get in tune with the idea of valuing things 
that were hard to value. Less of my work  
is about “mark making” and more to do  
with articulating the values of a brand into 
their service, either on an external level  
or internally on an employee journey, and 
how that should feel.

‘Sometimes I feel that a brand can be 
“rested upon” quite a lot, without improving 
or enunciating what that company is really 
about. The branding “mark” is way down the 
list of potential outputs and channels for 
achieving an aim.’

Simon Jordan added: ‘A good definition of 
a brand is the combination of all your 
experience of the business, and that’s not just 
about consumers – it also includes employees 
and other business partners as well, so in a 
holistic sense it brings into focus every single 
touch point.’

I-am’s Paul Tynan believes that standing 
out from the crowd has become increasingly 

‘We’re moving into a 
different world now, 
which has seen a huge 
rise of tech companies, 
many of who don’t want 
to be a brand, they want 
to be seen as a utility’
Simon Jordan, Jump Studio

In association with:

Above left John Regan

Above right Simon Jordan

Left Paul Tynan

Right Luke Miles

060 SEMINAR SEMINAR 061

difficult as a result: ‘There is such exposure  
to the formula today for any brand in any 
marketplace, that being the “stand out” guy  
or the one that goes ahead of the pack is the 
big challenge. Everyone is saying the same 
thing about their business and their values,  
so the real aim is to establish what the unique 
point of difference is that will really set you 
apart in the marketplace.’

Simon Jordan responded: ‘It’s become 
about purpose. That’s what has replaced logo 
or identity. Companies can be good at what 
they do and how they do it, but they rarely 
think about why they do it. What do they exist 
to do? That’s the compelling thing that 
consumers want. A good example is Nike.  
As a brand, it is really good at articulating its 
purpose of liberating the inner athlete in 
everybody, and that plays across everything 
that it does. Google is obsessive about its 
approach to making information accessible. 
Having a clear understanding of these key 

underlying aims has become so important.’ 
He adds that it is also part of a bigger shift 

in how businesses target consumers from 
making people want things, to making things 
that people want. ‘It is classic marketing,’ 
added Simon Jordan. ‘Understanding people’s 
needs and their wants, and then build the 
products or services that meet them.’

CORPORATION STREET
Some of the highest-profile brands in 
consumers’ lives are arguably on the high 
street, in the media, or in the hospitality 
sector. Are corporate clients any different  
to the retail and hotel sectors though, 
particularly in terms of how they address the 
physical business space? James Silver, director  
at Landid, said: ‘When we started about 10 years 
ago, it was all very formulaic; typically projects 
would feature blue carpets and suspended 
ceilings. There was always one eye on the 
corporate that commissioned it and rarely on 

the actual people who would be using it. There 
was no “homeliness” about the spaces.And yet 
over time, the more we’ve been doing these 
kinds of projects the more it seems that 
businesses want their spaces to reflect character. 
It’s not about the trademark or the “on brand” 
colour scheme, it’s more about creating cool 
spaces that allow your business to grow. The 
character of the space has become more 
important than simply how it is branded.’

Luke Miles said: ‘You often see companies 
looking to incorporate public seating within a 
scheme. That can almost be a nexus of what 
that brand stands for, and how such seating 
might allow serendipitous moments.’

It is the notion of character that has led  
to a greater propensity to use alternative ideas 
to help achieve a business objective. 
Acrylicize’s James Burke explained: ‘We’ve 
recently completed a design for the Relay 
building in London that features a Tube 
carriage as seating in the reception area, and  

it was really about making a statement on  
the brand of the building. It spoke about the 
clients that were going to come into the 
building and take space in the offices above, 
and also about their clients. It says a lot  
about the personality of the place, but also 
from a developer’s point of view it added  
an extra differential. 

‘Developers are increasingly prepared to 
take a bit of a risk in order to do something 
different because there is so much 
competition. It makes for an amazing 
opportunity to do some fun and exciting stuff.’

James Silver agreed: ‘There are fewer 
soulless spaces as a result, with landlords 
saying “this is our character and we want  
the property to reflect that”.’

Simon Jordan believes there are two 
factors at play here: ‘It is shifting on its head  
in that it used to be very top-down with 
institutions and investors driving things.  
Now it’s more likely to be the occupiers who are 
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‘Businesses want their 
spaces to reflect 
character… it’s about 
creating cool spaces 
that allow your 
business to grow. The 
character of the space 
has become more 
important than simply 
how it is branded’
James Silver, Landid

demanding the kind of spaces they want to use.
‘Secondly, we’ve become more urbanised 

as a society. I think it was in something like 
2008 that for the first time more people lived  
in cities than in rural communities. Places like 
London are fairly dense and that has pushed 
culture to the top, and you see more of a 
prevalence of cultural activities. With this shift 
towards, art, going out, “street food” – buildings 
somehow need to reflect all that, and 
developers are giving more thought about what 
that ground-floor reception space really needs 
to represent in that context.’

Paul Tynan said: ‘Also, we work differently 
nowadays. I have a desk upstairs that I 
typically will spend around an hour a day at.    
I have a 2.5 sq m space that I only use for an 
hour a day, because I’m more likely to be 
found having conversations like this, drawing 
things on walls in the studio et cetera. Spaces 
have to be able to adapt to how people need  
to use them, whether it be a work, retail or 

restaurant space. Developers have to be able 
to adapt them so that they have the flexibility 
to meet this changing requirement.’

Jon Tollit pointed out that people need the 
right tools to be able to do their job effectively, 
and widespread mobile working changes 
those requirements quite drastically. But Nigel 
Bunclark countered: ‘Don’t go too far with that 
one. I consider myself a huge advocate of agile 
working, but there will always be some people 
who need desk space. It’s much more about 
finding the right space, done in the right way 
for what that particular person needs.’

‘It comes back to what good design is all 
about,’ added Simon Jordan. ‘Good designers 
are agnostic – they don’t have any kind of fixed 
beliefs when they first meet a new client or 
start a project.’

MOTIVATING MINDS
Of course, trying to define what branding 
really is becomes increasingly difficult as its 
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‘People are changing 
brands rather than 
brands changing people’
Jon Tollit, Gensler
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application and implementation evolves. In 
the future, brands may well be far less about 
their logo or mission statement, more about  
a much wider set of values to which its various 
stakeholders might be able to relate, especially 
where these values acknowledge and reflect 
the individuals own priorities. Nigel Bunclark 
said: ‘We tend to put a lot of energy in the 
workplace into trying to translate the values 
and behaviour statements, and try to recruit 
people who subscribe to that set of values  
or behaviours. Many companies put a lot  
of store by that, but the reality is that there is 
only really a need to be aligned with it rather 
than to completely consume it, because we’re 
all individuals.

‘If I was to tell you that my greatest passion 
was “teamwork” and that everything at work 
had to be “teamy”, the reality might be that  
my values and commitment towards my 
children or friends outside of work are far 
stronger. If I can find a median between those 
values and the work that I do then they will  
be far more motivating than being told I need 
to be “teamy” at work.

‘I think it’s possible to broadly subscribe  
to a set of values because they’re inoffensive  
– understanding that if you work in banking  
the idea that you have to subscribe to truth 
and trustworthiness would seem perfectly 
plausible and acceptable – but the true values 

the environment can drive team performance 
and creativity, and giving too much in the way  
of facilities can create a sense of entitlement.’

The idea of the brand as a “spirit” rather 
than something that can simply be printed 
gained general agreement around the table.  
Jon Tollit suggested that the challenge has 
widened further though, as the prevalence  
of social media has led to the creation of the 
“brand of me” – with individuals creating 
brands of their own through Facebook and 
blogging and creating a scenario in which 
company identities are almost just a collection 
of individual personality brands. ‘Increasingly, 
people choose where they want to work – as 
employees, they will interview us rather than 
the other way around, which is kind of the way 
it should be,’ he added.

So it seems traditional branding as  
a means of reaching out to consumers has 
already evolved in a multitude of ways, and 
today extends way beyond a brand mark  
or logo to encompass the company’s ethos, 
character, purpose and personality – all 
presented in a way that appeals just as much 
to staff and business partners as it does  
to customers. Understanding what future 
direction this creative puzzle has in store  
will be the next big challenge, and overcoming 
it will doubtless require an entirely holistic 
and adventurous outlook. 

might need to be something more personal  
to them. My own personal values, and what 
motivates me to work every day, is that I want 
to give people great spaces to work in. I can go 
into other organisations and not be offended 
by their own set of goals and values because  
I have my own that mean a lot to me and are 
sort of sacrosanct.’

The challenge in making sense of the true 
nature of branding is that the true characteristic 
of a brand goes far deeper than the colour 
scheme, the choice of plush seating and the 
logo. The ethos and company mentality can 
have a far greater impact on the fortunes of a 
business and how it is perceived, not least by the 
staff who work within. Nigel Bunclark explains 
that he has worked with business locations that, 
in terms of office smartness versus productivity, 
defy some of the established logic. ‘I’ve worked 
with an office in the UK’s far North West, which 
was a run-down Portakabin in which the 
employees were selling insurance. It wasn’t an 
easy place to work, and yet their productivity 
was exceeding expectations. By contrast,  
one of the best-equipped offices I’ve worked 
with, in Ipswich, was achieving a far lower 
productivity rating. It leads you to conclude that 
the behaviours, leadership, purpose and values, 
and the belief in the process and what’s being 
done in a building is as important as any 
infrastructure. Sometimes the constraints and 
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