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This is … ?

- A review of evidence from four recent office case studies …

- … illustrating how well the buildings perform for their occupants …

- … and the environment.

- Some rules of thumb for happy and productive occupants.

- All cases are in the public domain and downloadable from 
www.usablebuildings.co.uk

- For more material on building evaluation / post-occupancy evaluation 
go to www.usablebuildings.co.uk
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http://argus.sunderland.ac.uk/view/view.shtml

http://www.kmm.nl/

http://www.ncem.co.uk/

Personal likes # 1 …

York Centre for Early Music

Sunderland School of Computing

Museum Kroller Muller, Otterlo, Netherlands

MIT Building #20
www.eecs.mit.edu/building/20/

Thursday, 13 May 2010

http://argus.sunderland.ac.uk/view/view.shtml
http://argus.sunderland.ac.uk/view/view.shtml
http://www.kmm.nl
http://www.kmm.nl
http://www.ncem.co.uk
http://www.ncem.co.uk
http://www.eecs.mit.edu/building/20/
http://www.eecs.mit.edu/building/20/


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

… and dislikes

Alexander Fleming House, now Metro Central Heights

St John’s House, Bootle http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/1688081.stm

MIT Stata Center

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexander_Fleming_House

http://www.boston.com/news/local/articles/2007/11/06/mit_sues_gehry_citing_leaks_in_300m_complex/
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Five things that crop up in nearly all buildings 
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Five things that crop up in nearly all buildings 

1. Buildings and systems generally: Poor clarity of design intent and too 
complicated for their management. 

2. Control systems, both central (BMS, lighting) and local (room and zone):  
Poor usability and manageability, leading to poor user satisfaction, 
avoidable energy waste and default-to-on.

3. Open planning: Requires high levels of design and management to 
be effective and demand-responsive. Speed of response is vital.

4. Solutions conceived by design and management theory may not suit the 
occupants: “Designers are not users, though they often think they 
are!” - Jacob Neilsen

5. Difficult to meet the three objectives of human, economic and 
environmental performance simultaneously.  It can be done, but with 
a relatively high degree of difficulty.  It needs commitment.
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Context

1. Goals

2. Site and local

3. Environmental

4. Technical change

5. The wider future

Qualities

1. Space requirements

2. Image

3. Operational

4. Building performance

5. Cost

Implications

1. Users

2. Organisational 
effectiveness

3. Management

4. Investment

5. Strategy

Assumptions Needs Expectations Outcomes

Are assumptions 
properly thought 
through and in 
the open at the 

outset?

Are all points 
of interest 
properly 

represented 
and resolved?

Are strategic 
implications and 
consequences 

thought through?

Are user 
needs made 
crystal clear?

Are risks and 
potential 

downsides 
realistically 

mapped out?

Are value 
propositions 

clear?

Is usability and 
manageability 

for the occupier 
properly 

resourced?

Are 
expectations 

managed 
appropriately 

and 
realistically?

Are likely 
outcomes 
monitored 

against 
effects of 

change and 
potential 

volatility, e.g. 
for future 

adaptability?

Are likely and 
actual 

outcomes 
evaluated 
against the 

brief 
requirements?

Are targets 
met?

Does the 
building work 
as intended?

Are user 
needs met?

What are the 
lessons for 
the future?

Brief taking, reality checking, communicating design intent, making sure things work properly, making sure needs are met.

© Building Use Studies 2008

Educational, health, business etc

including sustainability

Targeted briefing
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What are buildings for ?

They enabled us to store energy, food and information and to move into towns and 
cities. In turn, the buildings we have define partly the context for further development. 
Most are created not for their own sake, but as means to further ends. 

Buildings increase potential by:

- Enabling activities to take place which otherwise would not: helping us to do 
things, make things and help people.

- Improving control and communication.

- Creating indoor conditions more stable and predictable than outdoors.

- Expressing cultural and aesthetic values.

- Letting all this happen without challenging the social order too much.

- Creating and adding (commercial) value.
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The most vital things are …

- A properly-controlled interface between inside and outside - for security, 
privacy, environmental control and so on.

- Adequate space and services for the activities which need to be undertaken.

- Protection from acute failure, e.g. flood, fire and structural collapse.

- Remedial action for chronic faults, e.g. over-heating, noise.

- Meeting needs, quickly and efficiently.

When people move into a new building by choice, they expect things to be better - with the 
building reinforcing its role as the means to this end. This applies whether you are an 
individual, a business, or any type of organisation.

In spite of their criticality, many buildings do not pass all the tests even at this basic 
level.
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What works well?

Two types of buildings perform particularly well for their users:

A. Technologically complex, and often deep-plan, buildings which 
demanded a lot from their management - and got it.

B. Simpler, often shallow plan, buildings designed deliberately to reduce 
the management requirements.

Sadly, many buildings we survey fall into a third category - those which 
demand more than their management is prepared or able to give. 

These are particularly common in the public sector, in which the business 
case for more management is particularly hard to justify.
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Management 
input

Technological complexityTechnological complexity

Management 
input

More Less

Management 
input

More

Type A

Effective but 
often costly

Type D

Can be thoughtful and 
imaginative, but rarely 

user-friendlyManagement 
input

Less

Type C

Risky with 
performance 

penalties

Type B

Effective but often small 
scale

… and less well?
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Human factors: the bottom line

‘Green’ buildings normally deliver only on three out of the five things that 
people say are good for their productivity at work.

1. Comfort can often be good, but not always.  There is higher risk in 
delivering good comfort conditions, but the best can be very good. Thermal 
comfort is usually the most important: summertime over-heating but also too 
cold in winter.  Noise is also increasingly a downside.

2. Rapid response when things go wrong.  Needs tend to be better met often 
because there are e.g. more user controls like openable windows and 
controllable blinds.

3. Design intentions are usually more clearly communicated and briefing 
and monitoring is better too. ‘Green’ buildings are often designed in a way 
that all buildings are supposed to be designed.  People may be more willing 
to forgive perceived faults.
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However …

4. Beware unmanageable complexity, especially with deeper spaces.  
‘Green’ buildings often repeat earlier mistakes by underestimating 
requirements for commissioning, handover, ‘sea trials’, ‘soft landings’ 
and facilities management downwind of design.

5. Beware poor space and workgroup layouts, peremptory space 
planning (especially when, e.g., furniture layouts block access to user 
controls), lack of provision for wider ranges of work tasks and use 
patterns, and staff made to sit in ‘left over’ spaces.

• High occupant densities (from 4 and 5) are a risk.
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CO2 comparisons from Probe surveys
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1997
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2008
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Rivergreen Centre
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Council House 2 (CH2)
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Ned Kelly hanging rack

Thursday, 13 May 2010

http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk
http://www.usablebuildings.co.uk


… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

CH2: BUS summary chart and index
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Heelis
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Heelis, National Trust Swindon, Building Use Studies Occupant Survey Summary Results

Results not public domain

Thursday, 13 May 2010



… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

Thursday, 13 May 2010



… supporting www.usablebuildings.co.uk

Trust in construction

Green gloss code? 
The Code for Sustainable  
Homes explained           Page 6
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The Heelis Building aimed to be the new low 
energy home of the National Trust. How is the 
building faring?          Page 10

Technical  answers
Pipework and chilled beams     Page 24 

Market update
The UK air-conditioning market    Page 20

Facilities update
Business-focused maintenance     Page 14
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