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“As an architect, 
you design for the 
present, 
with an awareness 
of the past,
for a future which 
is essentially 
unknown.”

Norman Foster
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An Introduction to Flexible Working in Architectural offices
Though the pandemic made remote work the new norm, flexible working appears to be a much 
older concept. And all the while offices offer a sense of  belonging and practical benefits, technology 
allows for new ways of  working and communication. What does flexible working mean for creative 
work environments, like architectural offices, and what needs to change today, for it to be imple-
mented tomorrow? 

p. 8 - 11

p. 14 - 18

p. 24 - 25

p. 6 - 7

The concept of  flexible working has far-reaching implications across various aspects of  the work 
environment. To focus on specific elements of  this intricate topic, this article discusses the inher-
ent limitations within the scope of  the research.

How do get to understand the architectural workplace of  today? For that, I discuss the method-
ology of  conducting case studies on two architecture offices in the Netherlands to gain a better 
understanding of  how flexible working can be implemented in the work environment. The case 
studies involve plan analysis, observing users, and conducting interviews. The insights gained will 
help identify the changes needed and develop a proposal for implementing flexible working. 

Unmasking the Boundaries and Limitations of the Methodology

A Three-Layer Methodology to Understand the Workplace
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Designing Workspaces for the 
Modern Era

First words from the Editor

Research Realities

From Analysis to Proposal

W H A T ’ S

A letter to you, my reader
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The first case study analyses the rather traditional architectural office, with a whopping 150 years 
of  existence. We get to learn what the office looks like and discover how people move round and 
use the space. What can we learn from such well-established firm about the way we (should) 
work?

In contrary, the second case study examines a much younger and innovative architecture firm. 
By analysing this office similarly, we’ll eventually be able to come up with an idea of  the current 
situation of  architecture workplaces in the Netherlands. 

What do both case studies teach us, separately, but also in comparison? And if  we now under-
stand what the current workplace looks like, what needs to change for a new and improved, 
healthy work environment in architecture offices? But most importantly, what does flexible work-
ing mean and how does this translate to the physical workplace?

The First Case Study

The Second Case Study

08

07

Beltman

Vakwerk

Conclusions on the Future of the Workplace

Reflective last words from the Editor

Designing for Flexibility

Unlocking the Power of Choice

I N S I D E
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Welcome to the latest edition of  the 
magazine, where we explore the 
exciting and rapidly evolving topic of  
flexible working as a new norm for 
architectural offices. 

As the world of  work continues 
to change and present challenges 
and opportunities when it comes to 
creating functional and efficient, yet 
healthy and inspiring work environ-
ments. In this edition, we dive into 
the topic of  flexible working and 
explore the ways in which it is and 
could – or rather should - be imple-
mented in architectural offices in the 
Netherlands. 

I have chosen the magazine format 
for its visual and creative potential 
to present information effective-
ly. Through case studies, images, 
diagrams, and info-graphics, we can 
better explain our research.
 Overall, the format allows for 
a more creative and subjective writing 
style, including personal observations, 
which can provide a more romantic 
perspective on the topic. 

It provides the flexibility to combine 
both objective and subjective ele-
ments, making it ideal for presenting 
research in architectural practice.

You will find a range of  articles and 
features that explore the current 
working environments in architec-
tural firms. I have conducted case 
studies in two different studios, 
through the methods of  plan analysis, 
observations, and interviews, to gain 
insights on the current workspaces. 
Moreover, the interviews have ulti-
mately helped getting an understand-
ing of  the architectural needs and 
preferences regarding the (flexible) 
working environment of  architectural 
studios. Lastly, I have gathered ideas 
and proposals of  what flexible work-
ing should look like and how it relates 
to the interior design of  studios. 

I hope that you find this issue inform-
ative and engaging, and that it in-
spires you to think more deeply about 
your future way of  working. 

Happy reading!

the Editor
from



I am excited to share with 
you my research on the topic 
of flexible working as a new 
norm for architectural of-
fices. This subject matter is 
particularly important to me 
as it is an issue that I have 
been personally intrigued by 
for some time now. My inter-
est in the topic came about as 
I began to question the tradi-
tional ways of working – es-
pecially in the architectural 
practice – and I realised that 
I wanted to have more auton-
omy in my future. 

But to understand what this 
increased autonomy means 
to me, I needed to do some 
research in it. As I delved 
deeper, I also realised that my 
personal beliefs and values 
align with the idea of flexible 
working. I believe that every-
one should have the opportu-
nity to work in a way that 
best suits their needs. 

You will be able to read more 
on my position on the matter 
at the end, but I would like 
to invite you to read through 
the magazine on a chronolog-
ical order, to follow my train 
of thoughts. And who knows, 
perhaps you’ll end up with a 
similar opinion.

Lastly, I hope that my re-
search will be valuable to you, 
whether you are an architect, 
a student of architecture, or 
simply someone interested in 
the future of work. I believe 
that this topic is crucial to 
the architectural field, and it 
is important that we continue 
to have this conversation, so 
I’m looking forward to hear-
ing your thoughts and opin-
ions on it. 

Thank you for taking the time 
to read my research. 

Dear reader,

omée odriguez

Sincerely,
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Designing Work-
spaces for the 
Modern Era
An Introduction to Flexible Working in 
Architectural offices

“People throughout the Netherlands are urged to 
work from home and/or spread working hours as 
much as possible, and also not to organise meet-

ings at work for more than 100 people.” 
– Bruno Bruins, minister of  medical care, on the measures regarding 

the COVID-19 virus (12-03-2020)1

Figure 1: Factory floor14
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So it has been announced, and so it happened. 
For over two years, not just the Netherlands but 
the entire world participated in a mandatory so-
cial experiment that required everyone to work 
from home. Even though the corona-virus meas-
ures have been lifted, remote working has not 
completely disappeared. Multiple studies have 
been conducted on the effects of  working from 
home on employee productivity, mental health, 
and work-life balance, among other aspects. It 
only takes one Google search to find numerous 
articles indicating that working remotely is and 
will continue to be the new norm2,3,4. The flex-
ibility - the freedom - that comes with working 
from home, once tasted all its benefits, is difficult 
to relinquish.
 But flexible working was a trend even 
before the corona-virus crisis. Before industri-
alisation, which occurred from the mid-eight-
eenth to early nineteenth century, one’s working 
hours depended on external factors, such as the 
weather. The flexibility to work when possible 
and when needed was abandoned when people 

became part of  and subordinate to the routine 
of  machinery. That same system was also ap-
plied outside the factory floor; workers clocked 
in and out at the same time and took breaks at 
similar intervals. It was taken to such extremes 
that even the physical workplace transformed 
to function like a machine, with employees all 
working in a coordinated fashion as parts of  one 
whole5.  

Luckily, much has changed about the way of  
working thereafter, but workplaces still adhere 
to old standards. Yes, there is better lighting 
and ventilation, ergonomic chairs and desks, 
but, by and large, little has changed. Evolution 
- yes; revolution - not yet6. By virtue of  devel-
opments in technology, new ways of  working 
and communication are possible. Technology 
offers opportunities today that weren’t available 
yesterday. People nowadays have a new kind of  
freedom and with it a new meaning to work-
place flexibility. One is able to work whenever, 
wherever.7
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This raises the question of  whether an office 
building is still requisite. Technological advance-
ments have empowered individuals to work from 
virtually anywhere, eliminating the need for a 
centralised physical workspace. This new-found 
flexibility not only enhances work-life balance, 
but also fosters greater autonomy, and reduces 
the need for daily commutes, thus reducing the 
carbon emissions.8

 However, through various reasons, it 
can be argued that offices will continue to be 
required. For one, there are practical considera-
tions, such as the fact that a hotel room or home 
often is not able to facilitate all the employee’s 
needs. There are also more compelling psy-
chological reasons, with the primary one being 
that people are inherently social creatures and, 
therefore, have a need to belong somewhere - 
to something. This longing becomes tangible 
through a symbol: the office. It embodies a 
company’s values, image and goals, serving as a 
place where people come together for the same 
purpose. A place where one can encourage and 
inspire another to be creative, share ideas, and 
share a cup of  coffee.9 
 Moreover, studios are places for creative 

work, where (nowadays) computers, models and 
sketches are all placed on the same table10. They 
are meant to foster creativity and collaboration. 
Studios are places for learning together - where 
the ‘learning organisation’ is more than just the 
sum of  all individuals11. 
 The roots of  the studio lie in the Renais-
sance when a studio consisted of  a master and 
several assistants and apprentices12. Together 
they worked on projects that were published 
under the master’s name. It was a place where 
one would learn by doing13. 
 
Today, architecture studios do not differ much. 
But to create such a learning-working environ-
ment, flexibility is essential: it is the only way to 
respond to new influences, ways of  thinking, and 
to listen to employees’ needs. Flexible working, 
however, needs flexible settings; places that can 
change to accommodate whatever is happening 
now or tomorrow. 
 In a field that values adaptability, crea-
tivity, and forward-thinking, the integration of  a 
more flexible way of  working, including where, 
when and how one works, seems only fitting. 

Figure 4: Architectural Studio from the 50s14Figure 3: Renaissance Art Studio5
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If  flexible working is going to be the new 
norm for architecture practices, how will it be 
implemented in the existing structure? What 
needs to change today, to allow flexible working 
tomorrow? From an architect’s perspective, the 
relationship between flexible working and the 
workplace becomes key. It raises the question 
how flexible working will affect the physical 
working environment. In other words, the main 
question of  the research is: 

Figure 5: Architectural Studio from before AutoCAD15

How will flexible 
working be 

translated into the 
physical 

workplace of 
architecture 

offices?
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From Analysis 
to Proposal

A Three-Layer Methodology to 
Understand the Workplace
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TTo know what needs to change, one 
first needs to know what is. Thus, to 
fully grasp the meaning of  flexible 
working in architecture offices, it is es-
sential to first understand the present 
situation. Two case studies - both in 
the Netherlands - will be used to gain 
a better understanding of  how archi-
tecture offices operate. This research 
will examine the use and facilities - 
including how these are designed - of  
architectural studios and how they 
are adapting to the trend of  flexible 
working. 
 Moreover, the case studies 
will also give a glimpse into what the 
workspace could look like when flex-
ible working is implemented, consid-
ering its users’ needs and desires. 

The first case study is Beltman 
architecten in Enschede, a 150-year-
old architecture studio with nineteen 
employees. The office was chosen as 
a case study due to its traditional na-
ture. Its century-and-a-half-long exist-
ence suggests deeply ingrained oper-
ational practices that have endured 
for generations. Furthermore, its 
relatively small size implies a poten-
tial limitation in both resources and 
inclination to adopt more contempo-
rary or innovative work approaches, 
such as flexible working.
 On the other hand, the 
second case study, Vakwerk in Delft, 
offers a stark contrast. It was selected 
due to its distinctly contemporary 
and innovative character. Vakwerk, 
a modern and young - five years old 
- architecture studio, stands out for 

its unique features, including shared 
office spaces and a capacity up to 120 
people. In contrast to Beltman’s tradi-
tional nature, the choice of  Vakwerk 
as the second case study suggests that 
its relative newness may make it more 
receptive to new work methodologies, 
technologies, and emerging industry 
trends.

Through the examination of  these di-
verse office settings, the aim is to gain 
a thorough understanding of  both 
the existing status quo and formulate 
a plan for integrating flexible working 
practices within architecture offices 
throughout the Netherlands - and 
perhaps even internationally. Ulti-
mately, the knowledge acquired from 
these case studies will play a pivotal 
role in addressing how to seamless-
ly adapt flexible working into the 
physical workspace of  architecture 
offices.  

In order to attain a comprehensive 
grasp of  the subject and derive 
significant conclusions, the research 
methodology for the case studies 
will encompass a three-tiered struc-
ture. These layers will build upon 
one another, progressively shaping 
a non-holistic, yet unified under-
standing of  the matter at hand. This 
multi-faceted approach will reveal 
recurring patterns that will ultimately 
coalesce to provide a coherent insight 
into the complexities and potential 
benefits associated with the integra-
tion of  flexible working in architec-
ture offices. 

“How do we get to 
understand the 

workplace of  today?”
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The first research layer entails plan analysis, wherein the physical layout 
and design of  the workplace is scrutinised. For this layer, one full day out 
of  the five designated for the entire case study is allocated. Two primary 
themes will be focused on: functions and interior, with a specific examina-
tion of  the sub-themes ‘physical environment’, ‘spatial layout’, ‘functions/
zones’, ‘openness vs. closeness’, and the ‘workstations’. This analysis en-
compasses the spatial configuration and incorporates various components 
inherent in interior design, such as lines, form/shape, pattern, light, colour, 
and texture/material16. Utilising the floor plan and photographic docu-
mentation, these two central themes will shed light on the current work-
place aesthetics and operations, while the analyses of  the sub-themes will 
provide a comprehensive view of  the existing situation. 

The third research layer, which involves conducting interviews with the 
users of  the case studies, will extend over the two remaining days. The 
interview comprises five main questions, and there’s flexibility to pose 
additional sub-questions, ensuring a thorough exploration of  each user per-
spectives and experiences. The interview questions are provided on page 
23 for reference. The outcome of  these interviews will be diligently exam-
ined and then mapped onto the floor plan. This mapping process will serve 
to reinforce and underscore the intricate relationship between the physical 
workspace and the perspectives of  those who engage with it. 
 This last layer, alongside the analyses undertaken previously, 
contributes to the formation of  the second research pattern, offering an 
in-depth insight into the current situation and underlying rationales. The 
interviews will also provide valuable insights into the changes and improve-
ments that the users desire to see in their office. 

The second layer of  the research, dedicated to comprehending the impact 
of  the physical space on individuals within architecture offices, will span 

two days of  intensive investigation. This layer will employ the method of  
space syntax to delve into the physical effects of  the office environment. 

Space syntax is a science-based, human-focused approach that researches 
the relationships between spatial layout and a range of  social, economical 

and environmental phenomena17. The analysis will be conducted by closely 
observing users, meticulously tracking their movements and activities 

manually, with the aid of  a custom code system designed specifically for 
this research. An illustrative example of  the designed space syntax coding 
method can be found on pages 20-21. The activities are aligned with the 

various functions identified in the first research layer, reflecting the typical 
activities expected during a day in an architectural office. 

By merging the insights garnered from this layer with those from the 
preceding one, the discerning of  the patterns will be commenced, primari-

ly focussing on the utilisation of  the physical workspace and its influence on 
its users. 

LAYER
1

LAYER
2

LAYER
3

PLAN ANALYSIS

SPACE SYNTAX

INTERVIEWS
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1: Closed office

2: Closed office

3: Closed office

4: Meeting room

5: Open workspace

6: Not-in-office
 space

2

3

4

5

FunctionsLayer I

Interior
1: Space
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Through these three layers, a triangle of  
understanding will be formed, with the three 
pillars being ‘What’, ‘Where’, and ‘Why’. This 
triangle – and the unifying circle that leads 
to it – is the first essential step to understand 
what needs to change from the current situa-
tion, in order to allow flexible working. 

The second step unfolds within the third 
research layer. The fifth main interview 
question plays a crucial role in uncovering 
the specific needs of  the participants in the 
case studies. For each case study, an overview 
will be compiled of  the responses to this final 
question. Subsequently, a comparative analysis 
of  these responses will be performed, leading 
to the compilation of  a list of  features that are 
deemed essential for the ‘ideal’ architectural 
office environment. 
 This comparative process will reveal 
conclusions that transcend the specific case 
studies, identifying the common features that 
are instrumental in meeting the requirements 
of  flexible working in architecture studios. 
These features can be combined into one or 
multiple possible scenarios. These scenarios 

will, in turn, contribute to the formulation of  a 
programme for an architectural office design, 
including the needs - in other words, the 
features -  that can effectively facilitate flexible 
working. 
 This programme will be translated 
into a collage created from the programme 
features – the centre fold in this magazine – to 
visually represent the conclusions of  the re-
search. Moreover, this poster and programme 
will function as direct input for the design. 

To sum up, the methodology of  the research 
for the case studies will consist of  an analysis 
of  the physical workspace on three different 
layers, that build on top of  each other. The 
combination of  the multiple layers will lead to 
three patterns: the first two creating a non-ho-
listic, yet unifying picture of  the current state. 
The last pattern will help identify the (multi-
ple) scenario(s), composed by a list of  features 
that will meet the requirements to accommo-
date flexible working in architecture offices. 
These conclusions will be combined in an 
overall collage, presented as the centre fold of  
this magazine. 
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1. Each room within the building is assigned a num-
ber, each route is designated by a letter, and each 
possible activity is represented by a symbol. 

2. The subsequent stage involves meticulous tracking 
of  activities and movements within the observed indi-
viduals. To achieve this, the observer must strategically 
position themselves within the office to maintain a 
comprehensive view. Movement records include de-
tails such as the origin and destination room, chosen 
routes, and the purpose of  each activity. 

3. For a precise portrayal of  office utilisation, it is 
imperative that observers dedicate a minimum of  
two days to their observations, adjusting the duration 
according to the office’s size.

4. The final step entails transferring all tracked move-
ments onto the previously prepared floor plan. It is 
crucial to depict each movement separately within 
the diagram to ensure an accurate representation of  
workplace utilisation emerges. 

THE CODING METHOD

EXPLANATION SPACE SYNTAX METHOD



1

2

3 4

5

1: Closed office

2: Closed office

3: Closed office

4: Meeting room

5: Open workspace

Functions - numbers

Routes - letters

a

b

c

d

e

f

g

h

Activities - symbols
Work

Meeting

Call (meeting)

Break

Kitchen

Bathroom

1

2

3 4

5

1: Closed office

2: Closed office

3: Closed office

4: Meeting room

5: Open workspace

Functions - numbers

Routes - letters

a

b

c

d

e

f

g

h

Activities - symbols
Work

Meeting

Call (meeting)

Break

Kitchen

Bathroom

THE CODING METHOD

FUNCTIONS -

ROUTES -

ACTIVITIES-numbers

letters

symbols

1

2

3 4

5

1: Closed office

2: Closed office

3: Closed office

4: Meeting room

5: Open workspace

Functions - numbers

Routes - letters

a

b

c

d

e

f

g

h

Activities - symbols
Work

Meeting

Call (meeting)

Break

Kitchen

Bathroom

Any questions about the method?

EMAIL
thecodingmethod@gmail.com

www.thecodingmethod.nl



The third research layer involves a fusion of the floor plan 
with insights gleaned from interviews. Responses to the in-
terview questions will be gathered and visually represented 
in circular graphs, strategically positioned on the floor plan 
in alignment with the respective functions. These graphical 
depictions serve a dual purpose: they shed light on the 
sentiments and perspectives of the functions concerning 
the physical environment, while also illuminating the spe-
cific needs and improvements they seek for their current 
functions. The prominence of words within these graphs 
directly correlates with the frequency of their occurrence in 
the answers, providing a clear visual representation of the 
most prevalent themes.

INTERVIEW&Co
Olympialaan 280 7216 BW | Apeldoorn | +31 6 14 90 23 33

www.interviewandco.nl
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“Describe me a standard working 
day” 
(activities, work hours, etc.)

“If  you could change anything about 
the physical workplace, what would 
you change or add?”

“Describe me a standard routine 
through the office”
(where you work, sit, call, meet, etc.) “Describe me your ideal way of  working”

(where, when, how you want to work)

“What is your opinion of  the current 
physical workplace?”
(what works and doesn’t work for you)

INTERVIEW&Co
THE QUESTIONS
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Research Realities
Unmasking the Boundaries and Limitations of 
the Methodology

In the pursuit of  valuable insights, it is crucial 
to recognise the limitations inherent in the 
chosen research methodology. These con-
straints not only shape the research but also 
offer opportunities for reflection and potential 
solutions. It’s imperative to recognise that this research primarily 

focuses on the relationship between flexible working and 
the physical workspace. While this focus provides val-
uable insights into this particular aspect, it omits other 
critical factors, such as organisational structures and cul-
tures, which significantly influence workspace dynamics. 
While the decision to narrow the scope was deliberate, 
this limitation means that the research does not offer a 
holistic overview of  all aspects relevant to architectural 
workspaces. Instead, it aims to provide more generalised 
insights, focusing on the interaction between flexible 
working and the physical environment.

LIMITED SCOPE
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04
One notable limitation pertains to temporal and 
equipment constraints, which impacted the ability 
to conduct extensive user observations. Ideally, 
these observations should have extended over an 
extended period, ranging from seven to fourteen 
days, to provide a more accurate representation 
of  how the spaces are genuinely utilised. The con-
strained observation window may have potentially 
led to a less comprehensive understanding of  
workspace behaviours, as shorter time-lines might 
not capture all variations and nuances.
 These constraints are mostly applicable to 
the Vakwerk case study, as their office building is 
somewhat complex to analyse, particularly when 
observing users, due to its spatial layout. Cameras 
could have supported the observations, but would 
lead to unequal treatment between both case 
studies.

In summary, these limitations, while inherent in 
the research methodology, play a role in framing 
the research findings and conclusions. Under-
standing these constraints is needed to interpret-
ing the results in their proper context and appre-
ciating the boundaries of  the study’s applicability.

Another significant limitation arises from the 
differences between the two architectural offices 
studied in the Netherlands: Beltman and Vakw-
erk. These disparities encompass aspects like lo-
cation, age, and the nature of  office spaces, where 
Beltman follows a traditional setup and Vakwerk 
adopts a flexible office configuration.
 This diversity shifted the research focus 
from quantity to quality. Rather than diluting 
the study, the examination of  two significantly 
different architectural offices demanded a more 
profound analysis. The variations in location, 
and perhaps even political aspects, along with 
workspace configurations, enriched the findings, 
offering insights into how these factors influence 
the dynamics of  architectural workspaces.
 However, this in-depth analysis comes 
with its own limitations. The intricate disparities 
between the case studies may challenge the ability 
to generalise results across all architectural office 
settings, given the unique nature of  the studied 
cases. Nevertheless, this approach provides a 
deeper understanding of  flexible working in vari-
ous architectural contexts.

TEMPORAL AND EQUIPMENTVARIABILITY IN CASE STUDIES
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OOver 150 years ago, Beltman Archi-
tecten was founded by Gerrit Belt-
man in Enschede. This architectural 
office was one of  the first Dutch 
architecture studios and played a 
significant role in shaping the city’s 
industrial landscape. 
 During the late nineteenth 
century, Enschede was a thriving 
textile town, with four major textile 
families: Scholten, Spanjaard, Van 
Heek and Ter Kuile. Beltman was the 
architect of  choice for these families, 
designing many of  the factories, vil-
las, and spinning mills that still stand 
today. 
 As the years passed, the 
Beltman family continued to lead 
the company for three generations, 
until it was passed on to non-family 
directors in 1967. Over the next few 
decades, the company went through 
several changes, but it continued to 
leave its mark on the architecture of  
the city, and its neighbouring towns.  
 In 1996, the company moved 
to its new iconic premises on Hen-
gelosestraat: a building with a red 
façade, blue door, and yellow name 
sign in Gerrit Beltman’s handwriting. 
It quickly became a symbol of  the 
company’s legacy, shifting its main 
image from the reputation on indus-
trial architecture to its new iconic 
building. 
 In 2019, Koert Helmes and 
Esther Mastenbroek took over the 
company, bringing new energy and 
ideas to the business. This transition 
also marked a significant change for 
the company, as it moved a second 
time - from its iconic red building 
to one of  Gerrit Beltman’s designed 
spinning mills. 

While the building has lost its original 
function, it now serves as a home for 
multiple companies in the creative 
sector. Together with their team of  
seventeen employees, Helmes and 
Mastenbroek are writing their own 
chapter in the rich history of  Beltman 
Architecten. 
 The current team at Belt-
man is made up of  a diverse group 
of  individuals, each bringing their 
own unique skills and expertise to the 
table. At the forefront of  the team are 
the five architects and designer, who 
lead the design process and bring 
innovative and creative solutions to 
each project. They work closely with 
the seven engineers, who ensure that 
the designs are not only visually stun-
ning, but also structurally are feasible 
to build. The two project leaders 
oversee the entire processes, from 
concept to completion, and ensure 
that everything runs smoothly. 
 Providing support to the rest 
of  the team are a dedicated finan-
cial manager, who takes care of  the 
financial aspects of  the company and 
projects, an administrative and HR 
employee who manages the day-to-
day operations, and an assistant man-
ager who helps with the organisations 
and coordination of  the team. 
 With their combined experi-
ence, knowledge, and talent, the team 
at Beltman is dedicated to creating 
exceptional architecture that not only 
meets the functional and aesthetic 
needs of  their clients but also has a 
positive impact on the surrounding 
community. They strive to create 
spaces that inspire, engage and 
delight, and will continue to push the 
boundaries of  design to create truly 
innovative and iconic buildings.18

Beltman 
architecten

151 years

Enschede

Gerrit Beltman
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“We think from 
meaningful spaces”



“UPON ENTERING, WHAT STRIKES ME MOST 
IS THE YELLOW PATH THAT DRAWS MY AT-
TENTION IMMEDIATELY TOWARDS THE 
BACK OF THE SPACE”

28
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“THESE WORKSTATIONS LOOK QUITE NICE: 
THEY’RE BIG, HAVE A LOT OF LIGHTNING 
AND ARE CLEAN AND TIDY”

30
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“WHAT A LOVELY LOUNGE CORNER. 
I WONDER HOW OFTEN PEOPLE SIT HERE”

33
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Plan analysis
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Beltman’s office space is located in a re-purposed old spin-
ning mill, now home to multiple companies in the creative 
sector. The square-shaped space boats a high ceiling and 
large window lot on the right, emphasizing the open floor 
plan and providing natural light to the workspaces. 
 The office is well-organised within an open floor 
plan, and constructive columns divide the open space into 
smaller sections. 
 The interior design features a clear colour palette, 
with the use of  black, white, and yellow and incorporates 
plants that are scattered throughout the space to give the 
office a more homelike and greener atmosphere. Soon, 
the top of  the phone booths will be covered with more 
plants to increase the use of  greenery and create a more 
emphasized connection to the outdoors.
 One of  the more prominent features is the yel-
low-coated floor that draws the eye of  the beholder to the 
back, where one can see the yellow wall and big, black 
letters that spell ‘Beltman’. On either side of  this ‘yellow 

zone’, the interior design is more toned-down, through 
the combination of  black and white  carpeting, walls, and 
furniture. 

The amount of  daylight that comes through the windows 
flood the office with natural lighting, particularly in the 
workspaces. As one moves further into the office, away 
from the windows, the light becomes dimmer and the 
space becomes more reliant on artificial lighting. Above 
the workstations and the kitchen, skylights are located, 
though not as effective as the windows. 
 Additionally, the space is equipped with two air 
conditioners to keep the space warm during the winter 
months, and cold during summer. Besides the carpeting 
on the floor, acoustic panels have been mounted onto the 
walls in order to help regulate the acoustics in the open 
space. 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

The office space is characterised by a distinctive 
grid structure and is composed by nine nearly 
identical compartments, as illustrated in figure x. 
 A closer examination of  the placement 
of  the structural columns reveals a sub-section 
of  the primary grid - each compartment rough-
ly measuring seven by seven meters - which 
orientates the division more vertically (columns) 
rather than horizontally (rows). 
 Notice that the grid excludes the storage 
space, which operates outside the grid structure. 
This omission underscores the office’s integra-
tion into the larger spinning mill, suggesting its 
participation in a different spatial language. 

The grid serves as the foundational frame-
work, meticulously placing functions within the 
compartments, to which various activities have 
found their designated place, and leading to the 
creation of  defined zones. 
 Specifically, Rows A and C exhibit a 
consistent interior design that primarily accom-
modates workspaces and meeting rooms. In 
contrast, Row B takes a distinct materialisation 
approach, focusing on informal functions while 
seamlessly serving as a central ‘thoroughfare’ 
connecting all functions. On the other axis, 
Column 1, particularly near the entrance, acts as 
a transitional area between the public space (the 
hallway connecting the office to the rest of  the 
building) and Columns 2 and 3, where rather 
‘private’ office spaces are situated.

SPATIAL LAYOUT

Figure 8: Grid structure

Figure 9: Route zone
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The floor plan offers a clear depiction of  how functions 
are strategically placed within the office, tightly inter-
twined with the underlying grid structure. The visual 
evidence within the photos underscores a profound 
connection between the grid, interior design choic-
es, and the arrangement of  functions. For instance, 
functions intended for shorter stays are thoughtfully 
designed with sleeker materials and adorned with 
a brighter yellow colour palette. In contrast, areas 
designated for longer stays feature softer materials that 
enhance acoustics and are adorned with more subdued 
colour schemes. 

Rows A and C predominantly share a similar layout, 
primarily designated for workspaces and meeting 
rooms. The key distinction lies in the balance between 
these two functions: Row C leans towards accommo-
dating workstations, whereas Row A takes on a more 
pronounced focus on meeting rooms.
 In contrast, Row B serves as an exception, 
housing the entrance, lunch table, and lounge area, 
all of  which are informal functions. This diversity in 
functions serves to sub-divide the office space into 
three discernible zones. What’s particularly noteworthy 
is how these variations in functions seamlessly interact 
with the interior design, accentuating the creation of  
these distinct zones within the open floor plan.

FUNCTIONS AND ZONES

Upon a thorough analysis of  the functions and 
their respective allocations, it becomes evident 
that thirty-four per cent of  the total office space 
is designated for workstations, essentially consti-
tuting a third of  the office’s area. Furthermore, 
Beltman has thoughtfully allocated fourteen per 
cent of  its space to accommodate meeting rooms 
and phone booths.
 The amalgamation of  the kitchen and 
the lunch table collectively occupies twelve per 
cent of  the office space, an area that roughly 
matches the square footage allocated for meeting 
rooms and the entrance. 
 In sum, all informal spaces together 
amount to twenty-five per cent of  the entire 
office space, effectively representing a quarter of  
the office’s overall area.

Figure 10: Functions within grid structure

Figure 11: Zones within grid structure
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Beltman’s office features a total of  twenty workstations, 
one dedicated for each employee. These workstations 
are designed with the individual needs and prefer-
ences of  employees in mind. Each workstation is fully 
equipped, and includes a spacious desk, an ergonomic 
chair that can be adjusted for optimal comfort, and 
dual computer screens. The layout of  these worksta-
tions is thoughtfully organised to create a collaborative 
and efficient working environment.
 The arrangement follows a logical pattern, 
with designers and architects seated together, as well 
as engineers in close proximity. Junior employees are 
placed next to their mentors or ‘buddies’ to encourage 
easy access to guidance and support. Project leaders 
and those who frequently move around the office are 
strategically situated near the main aisle for quick 
access to the rest of  the team. This set-up ensures that 
each employee has the resources and support needed 
to excel in their role.

Upon entering the office, one is immediately struck by 
the sense of  spaciousness. The layout offers a remark-
able openness, allowing one to almost fully grasp the 
entire office space upon entering. This immediate vis-
ibility extends to nearly all sections of  the office, with 
the notable exception of  Row A.

Even though approximately thirty per cent of  the office 
is physically enclosed by walls, this percentage feels sig-
nificantly less due to the strategic use of  glass walls in 
the meeting rooms. The transparent partitions provide 
a sense of  connectedness and a visual extension of  the 
space, contributing to the overall impression of  open-
ness and expansiveness within the office environment.

WORKSTATIONS

OPENNESS VS. CLOSENESS

Figure 12: Openness vs. closeness

Figure 13: Fixed workstations
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Space syntax
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Row B serves as the central route 
zone within the office layout. The 
main route originates from the en-
trance and extends towards the lunch 
area, where it then divides into two 
directions. To the left, it proceeds to 
the kitchen, and to the right, it con-
tinues toward the workstations. 
 The initial part of  the route 
primarily follows a vertical orienta-
tion, maintaining a straightforward 
path until reaching the first crossroad, 
which happens to be the busiest junc-
ture in the office layout. At this point, 
the route transitions to a horizontal 
orientation, symbolising the close 
connection between the kitchen and 
the workstations.

Upon this directional shift, the main 
route further subdivides into smaller, 
less congested routes. These sec-
ondary routes primarily lead to the 
workspaces in compartments C2 and 
C3, establishing a second and third 
crossroad at the boundary between 
rows B and C. These crossroads cor-
respond to the destinations reached 
by the secondary paths. 
 Notably, the entrance, kitch-
en, and workstations are the most 
interconnected functions within the 
office, a characteristic reflected in 
both the primary route and the num-
ber of  activities conducted in these 
areas.

ROUTES

Figure 14: Routes
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“I notice that people sit for 
a longer period, especially 
some people. I also see that 
when they finally do get up, 
they like to combine differ-
ent activities; they go to the 
bathroom, grab a coffee, and 
go chat with a colleague all 
in one trip.”

In the previous research layer, it has been estab-
lished that each function within the office occu-
pies a specific position. The analysis of  space syn-
tax now reveals that individuals tend to engage in 
specific activities in particular areas of  the office. 
 This finding re-affirms the presence of  
defined zones within the workspace, shaped not 
only by interior design choices but also by the 
utilisation of  space.

Further observations have identified three prima-
ry types of  meetings: internal, external online, 
and external offline meetings. 
 Internal meetings consistently occur at 
the employees’ workstations, whereas external 
meetings transpire within the designated meeting 
rooms, comprising both the conference room 
and phone booths. Additionally, phone calls are 
predominantly conducted in these meeting rooms. 
While occasional phone calls take place at indi-
vidual workstations, most employees opt to use the 
conference room or phone booth. In cases where 
these are occupied, some individuals choose to 
take their calls outside the office.

Delving deeper into the analysis of  activity types 
and their relationship to the office’s functions, 
notable is that all breaks occur within a specific 
area – the lunch table. This space stands out as 
the physical and social hub of  the office. Follow-
ing the workspaces and the kitchen, it emerges 
as the second most frequently utilised function 
within the office. It serves as a symbolic boundary 
between work and relaxation and is a communal 
space where employees collectively enjoy coffee 
breaks and shared lunchtime moments.

ACTIVITIES

Figure 15: Meeting

Figure 16: Calling

Figure 17: Break
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In this final analysis, a Nolli map approach is 
adopted, which is commonly used to map and 
comprehend the accessibility and flow of  a city19. 
In this context, it serves to document the flow 
within the office space, focusing on two distinct 
types of  activities: passive activities, which encom-
pass all seated tasks, are represented by the blue 
colour, while active activities, such as walking, 
are denoted by the white areas. The calculations 
reveal that sixty per cent of  the office space is des-
ignated for active activities, while the remaining 
fourty per cent caters to passive activities. 
 Notably, the middle row, Row B, is 
predominantly comprised of  areas designated 
for active activities, while Rows A and C, with 
the latter being the most pronounced, feature a 
greater proportion of  spaces intended for passive 
activities.

When the Nolli map is layered onto the floor 
plan, a distinct correlation between the spatial 
flow and the positioning of  various functions 
becomes evident. 
 Notably, the areas around the furniture in 
Row B feature a more extensive walk-able space, 
in contrast to, for instance, the workspaces in 
Row C. This disparity in space utilisation can be 
attributed to the intricate interplay between the 
grid structure and function placement. Because 
the furniture is thoughtfully arranged within 
the grid, it creates a more ‘open’ area around it, 
contributing to the overall sense of  airiness and 
spaciousness throughout the office space. Row B, 
situated at the centre of  the office, benefits from 
the presence of  active spaces around its informal 
functions and is thus aptly designated as the ‘route 
zone’.

“The kitchen is used quite 
frequently; they sure do like 
their coffee!”

Analysing the observed activities and excluding 
the area designated for walking, three furni-
ture pieces are identifiable within the office that 
remain unused. These include the two standing 
tables located in the entrance and sample area, as 
well as the couch situated in the lounge area. 
 While the entrance area primarily serves 
its intended function of  allowing individuals to 
enter and exit the office space, it appears that the 
table in this section sees minimal to no utilisation.

NOLLI MAP

Figure 19: Amount of  activities in spaces

Figure 18: Nolli map
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Interview with

  Koert Helmes

“My workday is a bitch. I am not autistic, but I do 
value structure. Of  course, I am my own boss, and I 
can arrange my day however I want. I like the idea 
that 8 o’clock is 8 o’clock. It becomes ingrained in 
your bio rhythm at some point. 
 Moreover, I’m very busy with meetings; I get 
many calls, and support and manage project assis-
tants. I have also discovered a very commercial side to 
myself, which is why I do ‘look’ for the phone.”

“Well I don’t know if  I’m a good example in that 
respect, because I always adapt very quickly to situa-
tions and surroundings. I’m not very critical either. 
 I have young children, so it’s a bit difficult 
for me to work from home. When that first lock-down 
was declared, I said: ‘Nice that you are going to work 
from home, I am not going to work from home.’ My 
children don’t understand that and frankly, my wife 
doesn’t understand that either. So I prefer to work at 
the office.” 

“True, I do have a pretty big commitment to my 
projects; so it’s kind of  like, we’re not artists, but it’s 
not work either. You don’t let work go. I often say: 
“Pinterest is my porn.” So when my wife comes 
downstairs I always quickly put it away. To which she 
says ‘oh you are busy with your work again’. So, no 
my work doesn’t stop at 17h.”

Could you describe me your typical 
workday?

You work at the office a lot and are also 
often away for appointments, but you 
also work from home occasionally, how 
does that work? 

Your work week doesn’t seem to end on 
a Friday?

“Pinterest 
is my porn.”
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“I liked Lars’ workplace a lot. Esther and I arranged 
it so that we would sit close to one another and would 
be able to easily discuss business when needed. I also 
liked that no one could look at my screen. You know, 
reading a newspaper, watching football - no one can 
see what I was doing. But I am on my phone all the 
time and I became a disturbance for the rest. 
 Also Lars as a new talent, I thought he 
should be amongst the others. So then I moved, and 
actually I’m fine with it. It’s closer to the coffee ma-
chine. However, sometimes I find it a bit clumsy when 
people come waltzing in, making coffee and chatting 
to each other while I’m having an online meeting.”

You’ve had two different workstations, 
which did you prefer and why?

“In our old office on Hengelosestraat, we did have 
some sort of  a division. If  I had to ask the structur-
al engineers something, I had to walk all the way 
upstairs and they would be arranged in some sort of  
cubicles, created by cabinets. I’d walk in as a ‘young-
ster’ with questions and they’d be like, ‘Yes well, 
it’s difficult and there’s no time, blablabla.’ So that 
created a barrier. You actually want all the people to 
sit together, no walls or anything. And preferably, no 
storeys and as single-floor as possible.” 

“It is mostly because of  convenience. I saw Lars 
using the sit-stand desk a couple of  times. Indeed, if  
I’m preparing a presentation, I like to isolate myself  
in one of  the meeting rooms. But other than that, I 
don’t use functions in multi-functional ways. I think 
people don’t really have the need, for example, for a 
high-concentration workspace. I already find it rela-
tively quiet in our meeting rooms.” 

“Well, we wanted to create zones in the office space. 
So, the workstations close to the window, and break 
spaces in the middle, and everything else, such as the 
meeting room and the administrative workspaces, 
would be on the left. The sofa was of  course very 
‘hip’, but nobody actually sits there. Somehow, it 
doesn’t work. 
 We moved from one of  those standard 
‘shitty’ office buildings, with those 2.6m system 
ceilings. I’ll never forget, when Esther and I came to 
look at this place and then when we came back into 
our old office, it felt like we really had to walk like 
*crouched*. So this is already quite a step forward.  
 Of  course, I always see examples of  a mas-
sage table, a ping-pong table, or a football table. That 
looks all pretty cool.”

“No exactly, however, you do notice that at some 
point it’s practical for certain people to sit next to 
each other. For example, Niek as a trainee supervisor 
next to the trainee.”

“I am always stuck with this stupid computer that 
limits your flexibility. I would say that it is perhaps the 
biggest limiting factor, although you do have a fully 
equipped workstation, with two screens and your per-
sonal settings. It would be more accessible, though, if  
other spaces also had computers. 
 Like the cupboards - which are really just 
nonsense - the size of  your desk just allows you to 
huddle stuff. I am the biggest sinner in that. It’s like 
my in-box, it’s like a disease: for every mail you send, 
you get four in return.” 

What do you think of  the open floor 
plan?

How come do you think people actually 
use spaces as they’re intended? So for 
example, that people only use these 
phone booths to make phone calls?

Do you have something general about 
the physical workplace that works and 
doesn’t work well for you?

And so that’s why there’s no division 
in workspaces? 

Precisely because you move a lot dur-
ing the day, would you be the one who 
would sit in different places, 
if  possible?

“I am always 
stuck with this 
stupid computer 
that limits your 
flexibility.”
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“Traditionally that came because everyone had a 
drawing table with personal settings, which was more 
convenient. Later, we got computers, but they were 
also not that flexible so that one could go to another 
computer and take their settings with them. So, it 
grew out of  practicality from history. Nowadays, it 
makes much more sense to have flexible worksta-
tions. Only it has to be useful for the people too. We 
renovate many offices, and the board of  directors 
often say: ‘we have to work differently and more 
innovative’, but it has to be practical for people too. 
And flexible workstations might be useful if  you work 
together in fixed teams. But as a designer, you are 
involved in many more projects, with different col-
leagues. So which group do you sit with then?”

“I wasn’t under the illusion that people would sit on 
the sofa much, I intended it more for the atmosphere 
and as decoration. At a certain point, the question 
whether the sofa should come at all rose, but then 
everyone said ‘what? The sofa should come for sure!’. 
It’s more decorative and occasionally we do sit on it; 
I sometimes see Niek calling there. The crazy thing is 
that we thought, now that we have grown in size, that 
the coffee table would be too small to fit everyone. 
And there were also some complaints that people 
would like to stand during breaks, so we got the high-
er tables. But still, everyone just sits at the lunch table. 
That’s kind of  the culture anyway and you can’t get 
that to change very quickly.”

“When we were new in this office, we had the cup-
boards between everything, and we changed that 
once because we had to add more workstations, so all 
the cupboards were moved more to the front. There 
was never any objections to the newly created open 
floor plan. 
 We also find it cosy, nice, spacious and 
well-organised. It gives an airy feeling. Again, nobody 
complains about it either. We did consciously cover 
these workspaces with carpeting, to regulate the 
acoustics. Koert preferred to have coating every-
where, but in consultation we decided that improving 
the acoustics of  the office space was more logical.”  

What do you think about everyone 
having a fixed workstation?

Are the standing tables, the lunch table 
and the sofa used at all?

Esther Mastenbroek

The office is quite open, why is that 
and did you consider dividing the space 
further anyway about everyone having 
a fixed workstation?

“Nowadays, it 
makes much 
more sense to 
have flexible 
workstations.”
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“I’m easily distracted. I live right in the centre, so 
if  some crazy person walks by, I’m already looking 
out of  the window. So I prefer to work at the office, 
alongside my colleagues. It also allows me to ask 
questions or advice much quicker.”

“I think because of  two things. For one, because I feel 
like you put yourself  on a pedestal, sitting differently 
then your colleagues. And two, is that if  everyone 
fits at the lunch table, why would you sit somewhere 
else?”

“I do like it, when I’m in a project and working on 
big heavy models, to sit in a good spot with good 
equipment around me that support my work-flow. So 
I do like having my own place. Although, I did used 
to change sceneries everyday when I still studied and 
I enjoy it a lot - and my back too - if  I can change my 
way of  working easily.” 

How do you feel about working from 
home? 

That sofa doesn’t seem to be used, why 
do you think that is?

Lars Bouter

Niek Scheurs

Would you change places more often if  
your equipment would allow it?

“I like to sit 
in a good spot 
with good 
equipment.”
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Figure 20: Interview answers onto floor plan
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Beltman’s office layout, often described by 
interviewees, encourages a sense of  connectivity 
among colleagues, facilitating spontaneous social 
interactions and effective communication. The 
open plan setup is noted for supporting a flat 
organisational culture. It also features defined 
zones, accentuated by the grid structure, which 
help in smoothly transitioning between work and 
relaxation.
 These are not the only remarks from the 
interviews. Some interviewees also highlighted 
challenges associated with the open plan, such 
as increased noise levels. The introduction of  
hybrid working prompted the addition of  two 
phone booths intended for online meetings. 
 However, they are mainly used for 
phone calls, and when multiple individuals 
engage in phone conversations simultaneously, 
the noise level can become disruptive. As a re-
sult, occupants often opt for the meeting rooms 
to have their calls, highlighting the need for a 
sufficient number of  private phone call spaces 
and effective acoustic solutions within open-plan 

offices.
Additionally, the lunch table is frequently 
referred to as the office’s social hub - a place to 
gather. The lounge area, though an extension of  
this central heart, remains underutilised. While 
the lounge has the potential to serve as a spot 
for short coffee breaks, the interviews suggest 
that few individuals take the initiative to use it 
regularly, leading to a perception of  the lounge 
as more of  a decorative feature than a functional 
one.

Interviewees expressed varied views on shared 
office spaces. Some raised concerns about pri-
vacy and potential competition when sharing an 
office with other architectural firms. Yet, there 
is an underlying appreciation for the diversity 
of  faces encountered within the building each 
morning. Respondents proposed a potential 
compromise, emphasizing the value of  sharing 
certain facilities with other occupants while 
maintaining the desired privacy within the office.

The interviews consistently highlight Beltman’s 
provision of  extra-large desks for its employees. 
It becomes apparent that these generously sized 
workspaces comfortably accommodate and offer 
ample room for tasks like drawing, sketching, 
and arranging large A1 posters, which seems 
to be a luxury that no one wants to miss. The 
adjustable nature of  these workstations allows 
employees to tailor their setup to their prefer-
ences, ensuring a high degree of  comfort and a 
sense of  personal space with a degree of  privacy.

Thus, these fully equipped workstations boast 
a multi-functional quality. They enable the 
efficient use of  resource-intensive software and 
provide an advantage in terms of  personalised 
configuration, which can include the computer, 
desk, and chair. While this level of  personali-
sation is beneficial, it becomes clear that it can 
also foster a sense of  routine. Once employees 
establish a preferred configuration, they are less 
inclined to change their workspace. As a result, 
these well-appointed and personalised worksta-
tions contribute to the development of  consist-
ent work habits, making it challenging to alter 
established routines.

FUNCTIONS

WORKSTATIONS
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Beltman’s distinctive office layout is character-
ised by a grid structure that divides the open 
floor plan into distinct zones. This grid system’s 
influence extends to both the interior design and 
the placement of  various functions within the 
workspace. Rows A and C share similar designs 
and primarily house passive activities, with Row 
C serving as a designated work zone. In contrast, 
Row B features a different materialisation and is 
primarily dedicated to informal activities, offer-
ing ample space for these functions. All functions 
are interconnected through this central middle 
row, establishing an efficient and clearly defined 
route zone within the office.

The grid structure is deeply integrated into 
both the functions and interior design of  Belt-
man’s office. This integration contributes to the 
creation of  diverse zones within the workspace, 
which, in turn, enhances the overall efficiency of  
the office layout. Furthermore, this grid aligns 
with the type and number of  activities occurring 
within these zones.

The use of  fixed workstations at the office re-
flects a historical tradition of  providing employ-
ees with a personal drawing table and custom-
ised settings. This practice was retained even 
with the shift to stationary computers, as the 
fixed workspaces offered practical advantages. 
 Despite technological advancements 
that allow for greater flexibility, the current 
fully equipped workstations at Beltman remain 
fixed for each employee. These workstations are 
highly versatile, accommodating a wide range 
of  tasks and limiting the need for employees to 
change their physical workspace. This setup pro-
vides each employee with a personalised space, 
fostering a sense of  ownership and routine. 
Once these routines are established, they can be 
challenging to alter.

Meetings at Beltman are categorised into three 
types: internal, external online, and external 
offline. Internal meetings typically occur at 
individual workstations, while external meetings 
are primarily conducted in designated meeting 
rooms.

Positioned at the centre of  the office, the lunch 
table serves as the heart of  Beltman’s workspace. 
It functions as a vital meeting place, fostering 
relaxation and social interaction among employ-
ees. While the addition of  a sofa was a well-re-
ceived idea and intended as an extension of  the 
lunch table, its location in relation to the main 
table appears somewhat distant. This spatial 
separation, combined with a perceived social ob-
ligation to conform to group behaviour, means 
that employees typically choose to sit at the 
lunch table rather than on the sofa. Like the es-
tablished routines associated with fixed worksta-
tions, this social pressure reinforces the practice 
of  taking breaks at the lunch table rather than 
the high table or on the couch.

Beltman’s office layout features an open floor 
plan, a feature valued for its ability to foster 
team bonding and encourage social interaction. 
However, the open floor plan also has its draw-
backs, particularly increased noise levels when 
multiple people are engaged in discussion. As a 
response to this issue, various interventions have 
been implemented, including the placement of  

acoustic panels on the walls and carpeting on 
the floors within the workspaces. Additionally, 
two phone booths were installed in the office 
to accommodate the growing number of  on-
line meetings, driven in part by the impact of  
COVID-19. Despite these measures, there are 
instances when all meeting rooms are in use, 
leaving employees with limited options for pri-
vate calls or meetings.

Lastly, the employees at Beltman value the op-
portunity to interact with different people when 
arriving or leaving the building, appreciating 
the diversity of  perspectives and social interac-
tions this sharing arrangement offers. However, 
privacy remains a significant concern, especially 
when sharing office space with other architec-
tural firms. The potential for competition in a 
shared workspace necessitates a careful balance 
between privacy and the fostering of  more social 
interactions. Sharing certain facilities, such as a 
kitchen and canteen, is viewed as a viable solu-
tion to maintain privacy while promoting social 
engagement.
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Pattern 3
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Figure 21: ‘Ideal’ office
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Vakwerk

5 years

Delft

Ellen van der Wal
Francesco Veenstra

Paul Ketelaars

32

Age

Founder

Location

Size

Projects
Residential
Healthcare
Education

Offices
Cultural

Reallocation

It started with three people, all work-
ing for quite some years at Mecanoo 
and all growing up as renowned 
architects. Ellen has grown up from 
intern to partner over a period of  
almost two decades, of  which nine 
as a partner. Francesco had worked 
at Mecanoo for twenty-two years in 
multiple roles and in 2007 he be-
came co-owner of  the company. Paul 
started working at Mecanoo imme-
diately after finishing his architecture 
studies and has worked a total of  
fifteen years at the company. And like 
Francesco, he became co-owner of  
the studio in 2010. 
 But after all these years, the 
three of  them were ready for a new 
challenge. Thus, in summer 2017 
Vakwerk was founded. Together, they 
have over sixty years of  experience 
in the architectural practice and have 
realised a wide variety of  projects 
that contribute to society. 
 Vakwerk is located in Delft, 
in Het Ketelhuis, which used to 
provide the energy supply for the 
Technical University of  Delft for a 
long time. In 1967, the last operator 
of  Het Ketelhuis retired, leaving the 
building and the associated machin-
ist’s house abandoned. 
 Where those who could 
see through the rubble, graffiti and 
pigeon droppings, were surprised by 
the monument’s beauty. The halls 
crowned with riveted iron Polonceau 
trusses, the brick chimneys on the 
motley tangle of  gabled roofs and the 
façades filled with huge three-piece 
windows, with or without masonry 
intermediate posts.
 Each section of  the building 
has its own character and together it 
creates this ‘picturesque setting’ along 
the Schie. 

Innovations and changes in function 
made Het Ketelhuis redundant as a 
literal source of  energy. But a figura-
tive one was still possible. With the 
redevelopment of  Het Vakwerkhuis, 
the company has brought new energy 
back to the old Ketelhuis and creat-
ed a hub for creative people to work 
together. 
 They have created a place for 
‘Vakwerkers’ (employees of  archi-
tectural office Vakwerk), but also for 
others. Their goal was to design a 
shared workplace that is changeable 
and dynamic and being part of  it 
themselves makes for an inseparable 
connection between what they want 
to achieve and what they can offer 
to ‘Vakwerkhuis’. It is shaped by 
their ‘Residents’ – a diverse group of  
people, all with one common denom-
inator: creativity. 
 Vakwerk’s latest project is a 
new hospital ‘Bravis’, located near 
Roosendaal, and together with ar-
chitectural office Cepezed, they form 
‘Team aan de Schie’20. Another pro-
ject is ‘De Klepperstee’, a renovated 
recreational park in which the focus 
lies in creating an indoor/outdoor 
relationship, with tiny houses and a 
designed landscape.21 
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“That’s how we do it!”

“We inspire, listen and keep asking about wishes and 
dreams.”

“As a committed entrepre-
neur, we feel ownership of the 
transitional assignment.”
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“EVEN THOUGH I ENTERED THE BUILDING, 
IT STILL FEELS LIKE I’M OUTSIDE. THE 
ENTRANCE REALLY EMPHASIZES AN IN-
DOOR-OUTDOOR KIND-OF STYLE”
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“WHAT A LOVELY OFFICE DESIGN. ALL THE 
PLANTS GIVE THE INDUSTRIAL ARCHITEC-
TURE A CERTAIN SOFTNESS ”
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“I LOVE THE USE OF BOLD COLOURS, IN THE 
STAIRS, BEAMS, BUT ALSO THE MURALS”

68
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Plan analysis
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Vakwerkhuis is a two-storey structure with a rich 
historical background rooted in its original func-
tions as a boiler room and machinist’s residence. 
These roots are still discernible today, notably 
in the interior design and layout. The building 
originally consisted of  two separate units, but 
through Vakwerk’s (the architectural studio) 
reallocation efforts, it has been transformed into 
a single cohesive structure.
 Despite undergoing renovation and the 
addition of  a second floor, the exterior of  the 
building was preserved as faithfully as possible. 
The interplay of  old and new elements is evi-
dent in the material choices and interior design. 
Old features, such as exposed beams, brick walls, 
and concrete flooring, remain visible in vari-
ous areas. New additions are characterised by 
materials like wood, red steel, and glass. These 
modern interventions, resembling monolithic 
elements, are thoughtfully integrated within the 

industrial shell of  the building. The juncture 
of  old and new is often marked by transparent 
glass elements, such as the meeting rooms that 
seamlessly blend with the original walls.
 Throughout the building, including the 
so-called ‘arendsnest’, numerous plants and wall 
paintings contribute to a warm and somewhat 
jungle-inspired ambiance. These natural ele-
ments create a striking contrast with the overall 
industrial aesthetic.

The primary workspace benefits from ample 
natural light, thanks to large windows and a 
skylight that allows daylight to enter both from 
the sides and above. Conversely, the ‘garage’ 
relies more on artificial lighting due to its limited 
access to natural light. Additionally, the garage’s 
ceiling height is noticeably lower, as it is situated 
beneath a meeting room, in contrast to the main 
workspace, which enjoys a full ceiling height.

The office exclusively employs flexible worksta-
tions, which can be categorised into five distinct 
types. The first type is fully equipped, featuring 
a screen, a standard-sized sit-stand desk, and 
ergonomic chair to ensure the comfort and ergo-
nomic needs of  all employees throughout a full 
workday. These workstations are situated along 
the walls and windows on the ground floor, 
within the garage, and on the first floor above 
the restaurant. 
 The second type of  workstation also 
includes a screen, elongated table, and comfort-

able chair and can be found in the arendsnest. 
On the ground floor around the arendsnest, one 
can find elongated desks without screens - the 
third workstation type. The fourth type is the 
work bar adjacent to the stairs leading to the 
basement. 
 The fifth and final type stands apart 
from the first four because it is designated as 
shared workstations. These workspaces are 
located on the ground floor of  the arendsnest, 
within the multi-functional booths, and consist 
of  regular tables, and benches or chairs.

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

WORKSTATIONS
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Initially, defining a clear grid for the building 
might seem like a challenging task. At first 
glance, the structure appears to be a conglomer-
ate of  individual rooms brought together. This 
arrangement is a reflection of  the building’s 
history. However, upon closer examination, the 
building can be divided into three distinct com-
partments.
 The leftmost part of  the building seam-
lessly integrates the old machinist’s house and 
the former battery hall, which now serves as the 
restaurant. The central compartment houses the 
main workspaces, including the arendsnest. The 
rightmost compartment, which is the smallest, is 
occupied by the old garage. The first floor intro-
duces some variations to this division, especially 
within rooms like the meeting rooms, empha-
sizing the harmonious relationship between old 
and new elements.

On a more social level, the building can be 
categorised based on the degree of  privacy and 

public access in its various rooms. Broadly, the 
structure can be separated into two wings. The 
left wing encompasses the restaurant, the kitch-
en, and the meeting rooms, both on the ground 
floor and upstairs, making it a relatively public 
area. In contrast, the right wing, comprising the 
workspaces and additional meeting rooms on 
both floors, is more private in nature.
 However, within these wings, a more 
nuanced classification can be established. For 
example, some functions, like certain meeting 
rooms, may require a subscription or an addi-
tional fee for access, blurring the line between 
public and semi-public spaces. A similar division 
can be observed in the right wing, where the 
garage and the workspaces in the rear section 
are reserved exclusively for Vakwerkers, creating 
a distinction between private and semi-private 
areas. The boundary between (semi-)public and 
(semi-)private spaces is marked by the wall that 
separates grid compartment A from the central 
compartment, B.

SPATIAL LAYOUT

Figure 22: Spatial layout
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The building features two storeys, with the 
ground floor housing an array of  distinct func-
tions. In contrast, the first floor primarily caters 
to meeting rooms and workspaces, embracing a 
dual functionality approach rather than multi-
functional spaces. Workspaces are granted the 
lion’s share in comparison to other functions, 
occupying around fifty percent of  the entire 
office area.
 When examining the functions in the 
context of  the two wings of  the building, a closer 
analysis reveals two distinctive cores. Each wing 
features a core that integrates a bathroom and 
storage space. These cores are exclusively posi-
tioned on the ground floor and remain uncon-
nected to any structural cores.
 The office demonstrates its dedication 
to versatile and adaptable spaces by reserving 
fourteen per cent of  its floor area for multi-func-
tional zones. These areas serve a multitude of  
purposes, including work, meetings, or breaks. 
At the same time, the building designates a 
substantial twenty-eight per cent of  its interior 
to meeting rooms. It’s worth noting that this 
percentage encompasses multi-functional spaces, 
which, in addition to meetings, cater to various 

other activities.

The restaurant area, occupying fifteen per cent 
of  the building, stands as a vibrant hub within 
the office. Highlighting the fact that the res-
taurant isn’t just a dedicated dining space, it, 
instead, serves a multifunctional role, with the 
ability to adapt to different activities, sometimes 
transforming into a workspace or a meeting 
space. Similarly, the spacious meeting room, 
along with the ground floor of  the arendsnest, 
also showcases a multifunctional essence. These 
spaces are highly adaptable and can be reconfig-
ured to cater to a range of  activities as needed.

By considering the functions of  the different 
spaces, the degree of  publicness versus private-
ness, and the specific type of  functions hosted 
within these spaces, it becomes apparent that 
multiple zones can be created within the office. 
The restaurant, the large meeting room, and the 
ground floor of  the arendsnest are examples of  
spaces that exhibit true multi-functionality, suc-
cessfully adapting to various uses and providing 
a dynamic environment for the office’s diverse 
activities.

FUNCTIONS AND ZONES

Figure 23: Functions
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As previously mentioned, the building presents 
itself  as a collection of  distinct rooms that have 
come together to form a cohesive whole. When 
delving into the floor plans, considering the 
interplay between open and closed spaces while 
keeping the grid structure in mind, it’s evident 
that the delineation isn’t always straightforward. 
The balance between openness and closeness 
can be nuanced, requiring a more refined per-
spective.

By segmenting the building into two wings, each 
wing can be individually analysed, allowing 
the opportunity to categorise spaces as either 
open or closed. However, given that these two 
wings effectively comprise a single structure, the 
situation becomes somewhat more intricate. The 
boundary between the left wing and right wing, 
marked by a wall and a door, creates a natural 
partition. Thus, the right wing itself  can be 
regarded as a closed room. 

In light of  this, subdivisions have been made 
that mirror the configuration depicted in the 
figure. This segmentation applies to both the 
ground floor and the first floor of  the building, 
helping to understand the spatial dynamics 
more comprehensively. Ultimately, the analysis 
reveals that sixteen per cent of  the spaces are 
unequivocally open, twenty-seven per cent can 
be characterised as fully closed, and a substantial 
fifty-six per cent of  the office occupies the mid-
dle ground, constituting a semi-closed state.

An essential aspect to note is that, despite its 
actual spaciousness and openness, the main 
workspace may not always ‘feel’ as such. There 
are a couple of  reasons for this perception. 
Firstly, the presence of  the arendsnest somewhat 
obstructs one’s overall view, creating a sense of  
enclosure. Secondly, the arendsnest acts as a 
substantial, monolithic element at the heart of  
the room, which contributes to this feeling of  
reduced spaciousness.

OPENNESS VS. CLOSENESS

Figure 24: Openness vs. closeness
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Observations shed light on a critical detail: while 
there are several doors leading to the exterior, 
there exists only one principal entrance, serving 
as the gateway to the entirety of  the building. 
Beyond this threshold, all residents traverse 
through the restaurant area, dispersing into vari-
ous workspaces, effectively diverging the primary 
route into smaller, less densely populated tracks.

As seen in the floor plan, the principal route 
commences at the entrance and carries through 
to the demarcation line between the public 
(left) and private (right) wings of  the office. This 
main route is notably straightforward, with the 
sole branch leading to the staircase, granting 
access to the workspaces situated above the 
restaurant. Beyond this juncture, the primary 
route proceeds towards the rear of  the space, 

featuring two key crossroads on either side of  
the arendsnest and the staircase leading to the 
arendsnest. In accordance with the principle that 
less frequently used pathways are situated farther 
from the main route, the gradient illustrating the 
connection between activities and workstation 
types applies equally to the various routes.

Understanding the reasons behind the frequent 
use of  the main route is of  paramount impor-
tance. On one hand, it can be identified as the 
most direct and efficient path, linking a majority 
of  the functions within the office. On the other 
hand, the route’s relatively high population den-
sity contributes to its pronounced prominence, 
resulting in the conspicuous “whiteness” in the 
space syntax diagram.

ROUTES

“On Monday all Vakwerkers 
seem to work together on 
the first floor.” “I see people walking 

around a lot and also quite 
frequently.”

Figure 25: Routes
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The office boasts a noticeable rhythm of  activity 
and interaction. Employees can frequently be 
observed navigating the office space, taking short 
breaks for coffee or water, and often choosing 
a more relaxed route rather than a quick trip 
to and from their destinations. During these 
moments, impromptu conversations among 
colleagues further contribute to the dynamic 
atmosphere.

One observation is that on Monday, all Vakw-
erkers converge on a single workspace, the one 
located on the first floor above the restaurant. 
However, this space sees much less traffic on 
other days, leading to a noticeable contrast in 
activity distribution within the office.

A pattern emerges regarding the relationship 
between workstation design, the nature of  tasks, 
and the activities they accommodate. Vakw-
erk’s workstations are thoughtfully equipped to 
support a wide range of  work styles and tasks. 
Workstations with enhanced features, like sit-
stand desks and ergonomic chairs, tend to be 
occupied for more extended periods, emphasiz-
ing the connection between workstation design 
and the type of  activities they foster. 

At Vakwerk, three discernible types of  meetings 
occur: meetings with external parties, inter-
nal meetings, and online meetings. External 

meetings are exclusively held in closed meeting 
rooms and the multifunctional rooms beneath 
the arendsnest. In contrast, internal meetings 
occur in both meeting rooms and at individual 
workstations. The choice between the two seems 
to hinge on the number of  participants and the 
duration of  the discussion. Generally, conversa-
tions involving two or three colleagues are likely 
to transpire at their workstations. When groups 
grow larger, and conversations extend in dura-
tion, they tend to relocate to one of  the booths 
beneath the arendsnest. As for online meetings, 
they can unfold either in meeting rooms or at 
employees’ desks. The garage stands out as a 
place where people seldom make calls or con-
duct online meetings.

Finally, it’s worth noting that while it may not 
be immediately evident in the floor plan, there 
are several locations where employees have their 
lunch. The primary and most apparent choice is 
the restaurant. However, due to the presence of  
visitors also dining there, Residents occasionally 
find the restaurant to be crowded. As a result, 
the multifunctional room connected to the 
restaurant also doubles as a break area. When 
even this space becomes crowded, people turn 
to the booths of  the arendsnest for their lunch-
time gatherings, and shorter breaks appear to be 
relatively uncommon.

ACTIVITIES

Figure 26: Meeting
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A nolli map has been crafted to provide in-
sights into the flow of  the space and the ratio of  
passive to active activity areas. Initially, it might 
seem that there are fewer active spaces than 
passive ones, with much of  the space, especially 
between walls and furniture like workstations, 
being infrequently used for walking. Moreover, 
the presence of  the arendsnest significantly 

restricts one’s field of  view, making the walk-
able space appear smaller. However, calculations 
reveal a different reality, indicating that sixty per 
cent of  the office is composed of  active spaces, 
while passive activity spaces account for only 
forty per cent.

NOLLI MAP

Figure 27: Nolli map
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“Normally we start at around 9h. We don’t have a 
fixed workstation, so we can choose where we want to 
sit. Usually I try to sit next to my teammates; just be-
cause it’s handy for communication. We finish work 
at around 17:30-18h. We work Monday to Thurs-
days, but we have Fridays flexible. Whenever there’s 
a deadline, we have four hours available to work on 
then. It works pretty well, I must say. You have to plan 
in advance, and aware your team so that everyone is 
present on Fridays. It is a way of  working that works 
well, especially regarding the work-life balance. ”

“That is something new; we’ve started doing that 
about three months ago. To have a feeling of  ‘we’re 
one office’. Because sometimes, you’re in your own 
bubble, maybe with your team members. And you 
don’t really interact with others because we work in 
such an open environment and workspace. There 
are a lot of  people that are not part of  our studio, so 
sometimes - especially when you’re new - it becomes 
a bit more difficult to integrate in the company. ” 

“I actually prefer to come to the office. I am more 
motivated when I’m around my colleagues. In archi-
tecture studios it is more difficult, especially during 
the initial phase of  a project, to communicate when 
working from home. At Vakwerk, we design together 
and working from home makes it more complicated.” 

Could you describe me your typical 
workday?

On Mondays you all work in the work-
space on the first floor? 

Do you like to work from home?

“At Vakwerk, we 
design together and 
working from home 
makes it more 
complicated.”

Interview with

Ana Luiza Camargo
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“I like to be in the arendsnest the most. I prefer it 
more, although the not the quietest, I don’t get dis-
tracted the as much. There are fewer people walking 
around there, because it’s not part of  the circula-
tion. Plus, I like the view from up there; I see my 
colleagues easier. The acoustics in general could be 
improved though. ”

What place do you prefer most?

“Not per se. I developed the skill to be in my ‘bubble’ 
when I need to focus. And I work well with music 
on. What distracts me the most are movements. So 
when I really need to focus, I go up the arendsnest. 
It does depend on the phase of  the project that I’m 
working on. In the initial phase, you really need to 
focus and create something, and therefore need to be 
more within your own bubble and focussed. But once 
you’re in a more technical phase, you only need to 
produce, I don’t mind to stay downstairs. ” 

“We could work on the acoustics, but a part of  that, 
I’m actually quite happy. For the co-working space, 
we feel that people don’t have many rooms to reserve 
for a meeting, or for a call. So it often takes place at 
the desks and then you can hear everything. It’s a 
bit annoying. Some extra phone booths would help, 
along with solving the acoustic issue. ”

“I definitely like the architecture and the plants; it 
makes the space happier and pleasant. It feels a bit 
industrial and cool. There’s this thing that - we as ar-
chitects - appreciate and that is the design and art on 
the walls. We have a lot of  natural light, which can be 
a bit annoying during summer when there’s too much 
sunlight and you really have to close the drapes. ” 

“I think there are pros and cons. I must say, initially 
it was a bit strange for me, also with the co-working 
concept. But, I quite like it now. I adapted to it and 
I think it makes your day-to-day life less boring. You 
arrive and there’s always something new. I remember 
from former jobs, that I always had my fixed desk and 
space and it was always there. Everyday became the 
same and that becomes boring sometimes. Chang-
ing settings and views, it helps my motivation and 
productivity. In winter times, I struggle a lot with the 
weather, and therefore I like that every day is differ-
ent from the other. Changing workstations everyday 
makes you more active, I would say. ” 

“If  needed, sure. I think we can always adapt eventu-
ally, but for now I’m quite happy with the co-working 
concept and wouldn’t want to change that.”

“I like that too. Me and my team often sit there if  we 
want to sit together and colonise the space. I like it, 
because it’s quite warm and quieter.” 

“Not really; working on a screen with the sunlight 
makes it a bit tricky. So I don’t think that would work 
for me. But I do, during summer, and when I need to 
make phone calls or send some emails, grab a chair 
in the garden. I like that we have that possibility. But, 
when working longer periods of  time, you need good 
chairs and that is more difficult to achieve outside.” 

“We use pretty much everything. We don’t have a 
fixed place, so we really try to shuffle around. For 
informal meetings and don’t have to book a room, 
we use the booths underneath the nest. That works 
pretty well, especially with spontaneous meetings. ”

Do you have the need for quiet spaces? 

What would you like to change or add 
to the office? 

What do you really like about the 
space?

What do you think of  the flexible work-
spaces?

Now that you’ve experienced co-work-
ing, would you go back to a more ‘tradi-
tional’ office concept? 

What about the garage?

Would you like to work outside or is 
that something that you already do?

There seems to be many different types 
of  facilities, (how) do you use them? 

“Changing 
workstations 
everyday 
makes you 
more active.”
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“I think that would’ve been nice. For me, it works 
better, but it’s a bit of  difficult thing to achieve. I 
find flexibility super important. One day I require a 
quiet space, but another day, I work with a colleague 
and I’m the one making the noise. So because our 
work changes so much, it’s a bit hard to set spaces for 
certain activities. ”

“I mostly like that the interior creates a nice atmos-
phere and really uplifts your mood. We optimised 
the space as much as possible. And I really like the 
plants. I couldn’t do without them and they’re the key 
to the atmosphere. Having the contact with natural 
elements helps a lot for the well-being. ”

“Yeah, you sit according to your needs, because they 
can vary from day-to-day. It’s thus more finding 
solutions in the architecture, or the spaces or variety 
of  spaces. For me, that’s why this office works so well. 
Depending on what I need, I choose to sit some-
where. ”  

“I’ve worked many years with a fixed workspace and 
I kind of  like it. It becomes your safe space and you 
can make it yours. But I think, because of  the kind of  
work we do, it changes so much from day-to-day. You 
change teams so much, the type of  work, it doesn’t 
make much sense to me anymore to have fixed work-
spaces. I liked shifting to flexible workspaces.”  

Regarding the noise in the main work-
space, would you like a dedicated quiet 
area, for example the garage?

What do you like about the office?

Begona Garcia Giner

So you like the fact there are multiple 
types of  workstations?

Does a fixed workspace fit well with the 
architectural practice?

“I find 
flexibility 
super 
important.”
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“Theoretically, I do like the idea of  having separate 
spaces, though I want them to still be connected. So I 
think they’ve done quite well here. There should be a 
diversity to the office space, like there is here. ”

“It depends for one on where my colleagues are seat-
ed. I like to change a lot. If  I have to do something 
alone, I go upstairs. If  I want to talk, I find a place 
amongst many others. And it depends on the tasks 
that I have to do that day.”

“I am currently working on a project with another 
person, so then you just do everything at the desk. 
But as soon as there are three or more people in-
volved, you look for a separate place. I also sketch at 
my desk. I actually think a dedicated sketching spot is 
a good idea. ” 

“Yes actually I would. Also that if  you see someone 
standing there, you can have a look and chat about 
their sketches, or vice versa. And sitting at your desk 
all day is also kind of  boring. So I wouldn’t mind 
sketching somewhere for ten minutes and then going 
back. Then you’re still working, but you’ve got that 
change.”

What do you think of  the workplace 
here? 

You said you don’t have any particular 
workstation or space you prefer, how 
do you choose your place each day?

Gawein Verbiest

Fransecso Ferraro

There are indeed many different types 
of  facilities, do you use them too?

Would you like that? 

“There should 
be a diversi-
ty to the office 
space.”
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Figure 28: Interview answers onto floor plan
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Residents’ responses indicate that during winter 
and on rainy days, they encounter a challenge 
– a scarcity of  break spaces, particularly dur-
ing lunchtime. So they seek refuge in the mul-
ti-functional rooms as an alternative lunch spot, 
primarily when the restaurant area finds itself  
teeming with visitors. Yet, the situation under-
goes a transformation in the summer when the 
sun graces the outdoors, and Vakwerkers eagerly 
embrace the garden for their al fresco lunches. 
 The lack of  designated lounge spaces for 
(shorter) respites, except for the restaurant itself, 
leads many residents to perceive their coffee 
breaks as their sole moments of  respite from 
work.

Residents have shared insights into the dynamics 
of  the restaurant area, describing it as a commu-
nal space that effortlessly brings people togeth-
er. It not only acts as a convergence point for 
visitors and residents but also adeptly blurs the 
lines between public and private spaces. The res-
taurant serves as an interim workspace, a waiting 
area for clients attending meetings, and a place 
to savour a cup of  coffee while breaking the 
monotony of  work. However, the existence of  a 
fully operational restaurant means that residents 
do not have access to a kitchenette, encouraging 

them to opt for meals from the establishment.
The restaurant acts as a communal space that 
brings people together. It serves as a workspace, 
a waiting area for clients, and a coffee break 
spot. Not having a kitchenette encourages resi-
dents to order meals.

Insights from interviews reveal that the arends-
nest is a favoured space for focused work due to 
its elevated location. The garage is quieter but 
lacks natural light. It’s used - solemnly by the 
Vakwerkers - for focused work and occasionally 
plays background radio. Window-side worksta-
tions offer natural light but come with distrac-
tions from foot traffic.

Interviews show that workstations are chosen 
based on team proximity, task type, and climate 
preferences. Online meetings at workstations can 
increase noise. High windows bring in abundant 
daylight and slightly impact room temperature. 
However, the first-floor workspace sees limited 
use due to unstable climate conditions.

When asked about their preferences for choos-
ing a workspace, responses consistently revolve 
around the idea of  ‘where my team is’. While 
the flexible workspaces offer the freedom to 
switch workstations daily, the inherent social 
nature of  people drives them to gravitate toward 
their team members - their social group. Moreo-
ver, as creatures of  habit, some individuals often 
find themselves drawn to familiar spots unless 
a conscious effort is made to choose differently. 
The decision on which workstation to occupy 
depends on factors such as team location, the 
type of  task to be performed, or even climate 
conditions within the physical environment.

As discussed in the previous section, it has 
become evident through interviews that online 
meetings and calls frequently occur at individ-
ual workstations, contributing to a continuous 
ambient noise level within the office. For some, 
this noise presents no issues, but many find it 
necessary to employ headphones to reduce the 
auditory distractions. This dynamic results in 
a consistent background hum of  activity in the 
workspace.

FUNCTIONS

WORKSTATIONS
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One can identify different zones in the office, which 
are based on where people like to sit for certain tasks. 
For instance, when people seek some focus, they go sit 
in the arendsnest or in the garage. There are multiple 
factors that come into place when deciding where to 
sit: 1) where the team members are, 2) depending on 
the task and what kind of  work modus that requires, 
such as high concentration. 
 Some zones are quite popular, for example 
the arendsnest. It is a place where the noise created in 
this main workspace becomes a bit less. It feels more 
secluded, protected by the plants, far from the circu-
lation, and because of  its height, allows for a good 
overview of  the ground floor. 

The building can be divided into a left (more public) 
wing and a right (more private) wing. The left wing is 
more public, open and contains of  functions that are 
used by and meant for visitors too. 
 The office uses flexible workstations only and 
can be distinguished into five different types. The first 
four types are all individual workstations, whereas the 
fifth type is shared. The better and more equipped 
the workstation, the longer people tend to stay. Also, 
the more activities take place. 

 There are three types of  meetings identifia-
ble at Vakwerk. External meetings take place in the 
designated meeting rooms or booths underneath the 
arendsnest. Both internal and online meetings may 
also take place at the workstations. The choice for 
internal meetings depends on both the number of  
participants and the duration of  the discussions. 
 There’s a clear primary route that starts at 
the entrance and goes through the border of  the 
two wings towards the back of  the building. Three 
crossroads are found around and at the stairs of  the 
arendsnest that slowly diffuses the primary route. The 
further away a path is from the primary route, the less 
used it is. Therefore, the gradient representing the 
relation between the activities and the type of  work-
stations, is also applicable to the routes. 

There are a couple of  multi-functional spaces that 
include different types of: workspaces (both individual 
and shared), meetings (internal, external, and online) 
and lunch places. Especially the latter one is a result 
of  the fact that there aren’t enough lunch spots for 
the residents. 

The co-working concept and flexible workspaces are 
generally well-received by residents. The shared office 
space also enlarges their social bubble, as they get to 
interact with (un)familiar faces from different compa-
nies on a daily basis. The restaurant, which serves as 
a transition zone, also brings the public space inside 
and allows residents and visitors to interact, particu-
larly during lunch. 
 Additionally, the applied co-working concept 
might have been new for some, once gotten used to 
it, they are really enjoying the social aspects of  it. 
Sharing the office space with different people and its 
combination with flexible workspaces, makes each 
day different from the other. The decision on what 
workstation to choose lies on where your team is, or 
the type of  task or the climate (physical environment 
aspects). 
In total, all workspaces take up around fifty per cent 
of  the whole building. The different types of  worksta-
tions provide for different types of  activities (shorter 
or longer-stay) and thus accommodate multiple ways 
of  working. 
 
However, there are also some drawbacks the build-
ings’s nature. During winter and on rainy days, there 
isn’t enough space to take breaks, especially during 
lunch. There are also no lounge areas that provide for 
shorter breaks. 
 The restaurant can be seen as the heart of  

the office and brings the public space indoors. It 
allows people to connect and interact with both other 
residents and visitors. However, there aren’t enough 
spaces for everyone to sit, especially in winter during 
the peak hours. Therefore, they need to use other 
rooms to have lunch and thus lack extra space for 
breaks and other informal activities. 

Vakwerkhuis is a unique and dynamic space that bal-
ances the preservation of  its historical elements with 
modern and functional design features. The office 
space is designed to support a variety of  activities and 
multiple ways of  working for not only Vakwerkers, 
but also other companies. 
 In terms of  the grid and private vs. public 
spaces, the building appears to be a collection of  mul-
tiple rooms placed together, showing the combination 
of  old and new. It can, however, be divided into three 
compartments within different levels of  privacy, with 
the left wing being more public, and the right – or 
office – wing being more private. Within these two 
wings, there are also distinctions between semi-public 
and semi-private spaces. The transition between these 
spaces is located on the wall separating the two wings. 
This border also relates to the where the main route 
starts to diffuse and split into smaller paths. 
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Figure 29: ‘Ideal’ office
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Designing for 
Flexibility
Conclusions on the Future of the Workplace

Both Vakwerk and Beltman offices are situated within 
re-purposed structures, but Vakwerk’s historical indus-
trial character is more prominently preserved. Vakwerk 
artfully integrates the old and new elements, employing 
glass as a connecting medium where the industrial shell 
meets modern wooden monoliths and red steel. In 
contrast, Beltman’s office minimises the visibility of  its 
building’s original function.

Where Beltman’s office is characterised by the grid 
structure, Vakwerk presents a less structured grid, 
resembling a collection of  interconnected rooms. 
However, both offices can be categorised based on the 
functional placement, creating distinct zones. Vakwerk 
notably distinguishes between a public area and a pri-
vate office zone. Beltman, on the other hand, features 
an open floor plan divided into three rows by the cen-
tral ‘route’ zone.

Regarding workspaces, Vakwerk offers various work-
station zones, each exuding a unique atmosphere. The 
choice of  workstation depends on the task, require-

ments, or team location.
 In contrast, Beltman allocates personal work-
stations to its occupants, discouraging them from 
utilising other spaces for different tasks or enhanced 
focus. While fixed workstations enable individuals to 
personalise their spaces and support a range of  activi-
ties, they may also foster unchanging habits. Given the 
shifting norms towards flexible work arrangements, 
such routines may require reconsideration.

Another distinction arises in the proportion of  work-
space areas. Beltman designates only one-third of  its 
office space for workstations, whereas Vakwerk reserves 
half  of  its office for workspaces. Vakwerk offers a sol-
itary informal space, the restaurant, which constitutes  
fifteen per cent of  the office, limiting opportunities for 
informal activities. Interestingly, both offices maintain 
an identical ratio between active and passive spaces, 
although the rationale behind Beltman’s design is more 
apparent compared to the more nuanced approach 
taken by Vakwerk.
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Patterns emerge in both offices regarding routes. The jour-
ney from the entrance to the initial crossroads or border is 
straightforward. However, once the ‘real’ office space com-
mences, the path splinters in various directions, dispersing 
across the area. The paths farther from the central route 
witness less frequent use.

A parallel trend emerges in the relationship between work-
stations and activity levels. Well-equipped workstations tend 
to host longer stays and more activities.

Both offices foster social interaction in the heart of  the of-
fice, found within the break area. This space serves as a hub 
for relaxation and meetings. Beltman’s central lunch table 
occupies this role, while at Vakwerk, the restaurant acts as 
the gathering place, functioning as an indoor public space 
for residents and visitors.

Both Vakwerk’s office wing and Beltman’s complete office 
space ultimately adopt an open floor plan. This layout en-
hances team bonding and facilitates rapid communication 
but also amplifies noise levels, especially during multiple 
conversations. To address this, both offices employ acoustic 
panels on walls and carpeting at workspaces. Additionally, 
given the increased prevalence of  online meetings due to 
COVID-19, two phone booths have been incorporated into 
the office layout.

At Beltman, the shared building arrangement creates more 
social interactions and diversifies the work environment. 
However, privacy remains a crucial concern, particularly in 
shared office spaces, which may sometimes lead to com-
petition. Introducing shared facilities, such as a communal 
kitchen and canteen, can provide a solution to balance 
privacy and social interaction.
 In the context of  Vakwerk, the co-working con-
cept and flexible workspaces are generally well-received 
by residents, offering them flexibility and interactions with 
individuals from various companies. 

While the two offices differ in their approach to shared of-
fice spaces and flexible working, they both acknowledge the 
value of  broadening social interactions and expanding their 
professional networks. Beltman adheres to more traditional 
practices with fixed workspaces, while Vakwerk embraces 
modern working methods, offering both co-working spaces 
and flexibility.
 Ultimately, the offices agree that the nature of  
architectural work varies, necessitating diverse facilities for 
different tasks. Providing multiple ways of  working, various 
workstations, and fostering flexibility are deemed essential. 
The ability to choose a different workspace, whether indi-
viduals opt for it or not, signifies an important aspect of  a 
dynamic work environment.

Pattern 2





Figure 30: Visual presentation conclusions



106

Through an in-depth analysis of  interviews from 
both case studies and a subsequent comparison, 
two distinct scenarios have been derived that pave 
the way for a programme tailored to accommo-
date flexible working within architectural offices.

While initially appearing as polar opposites, a 
more profound examination has unveiled strik-
ing commonalities between the two scenarios. 
These shared characteristics underscore the ver-
satility of  their designs, demonstrating that both 
set-ups offer the possibility to effectively support 
flexible working within architectural offices. This 
surprising revelation challenges initial assump-
tions about the divergence between the two case 
studies.

In this context, the shared building model, as 
opposed to the shared office concept, emerges as 
the more dynamic and flexible approach. It pro-
vides a broader spectrum of  options, enabling 
architectural offices to tailor their workspaces to 
meet diverse requirements effectively. Therefore, 
our conclusion asserts that the shared building 
approach aligns more seamlessly with the evolv-

ing demands of  flexible working in architectural 
offices, offering a foundation for future planning 
and design considerations.

Following the observations and a comparative 
analysis of  the two offices, an analogy emerges. 
The structure of  an office may be likened to 
either a house or a city. A house features discrete 
rooms with defined functions, whereas a city 
boasts multifaceted spaces with varying degrees 
of  privacy, ranging from public to private. The 
needs of  an architectural office, filled with 
creative professionals with diverse requirements, 
align more closely with the complexity of  a city. 
The ‘ideal’ office, as gleaned from interviews, 
mandates the provision of  multiple work-styles, 
some shared with external parties and others 
reserved for in-house colleagues. The city meta-
phor aptly encapsulates these dynamic demands.
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Figure 31: Scenarios programme for flexible working



As I bring this issue to a close, it’s been an incredible 
journey exploring the nuances of  flexible working in the 
architectural profession.
 In the ever-evolving landscape of  modern work 
culture, the concept of  flexible working has garnered im-
mense attention and support. Architects, like many other 
professionals, have found themselves at the crossroads of  
this paradigm shift. It is a movement fuelled by the desire 
for greater autonomy, mobility, and the freedom to struc-
ture work around individual lifestyles.
 
As I embarked on this research journey, delving into the 
real-world dynamics of  architectural offices, a curious inter-
play emerged. My study highlighted the distinct preferenc-
es, challenges, and innovations within the architectural field 
regarding flexible working.
 One prominent revelation was that the majority of  
architects yearn for the liberty that flexible working affords. 
The freedom to choose where and how they work, accom-
modating diverse tasks and responsibilities, resonates with 
their ever-evolving creative and collaborative processes. 
 Yet, it became increasingly apparent that not all 
employers are equally accommodating. This disparity 
may not always be a matter of  unwillingness but, in some 
instances, a financial constraint. The infrastructure, tech-
nology, and spatial adaptations required to facilitate flexi-
ble working can pose significant budgetary challenges for 
architectural practices.

The research unveiled a dual narrative — one of  aspiration 
and the other of  practicality. As architects continue to seek 
a work environment that adapts to their evolving needs and 
preferences, it is essential to acknowledge that the imple-
mentation of  flexible working, as a new norm, may not be 
universal. There is no one-size-fits-all solution. The varying 
approaches I explored, from shared buildings to flexible 
office spaces, underscore the complexity of  this issue.
 For architects, as for any professional, the journey 
towards flexible working requires a delicate balance. It is 
the alignment of  ambition with realism, as well as adap-

tation with fiscal feasibility. My research serves as a com-
pass in this ever-shifting landscape, guiding architects and 
employers towards making informed choices that best suit 
their individual needs.

The path to flexible working in architecture may not be 
a seamless one, but it is undoubtedly a transformative 
journey. While it may not be for everyone, it is a collective 
aspiration, a vision of  work that not only accommodates 
the demands of  the profession but empowers architects to 
shape their work environment to their own creative rhythm. 
It is a testament to the adaptability and resilience of  the 
architectural community, embracing change while retaining 
the essence of  what it means to be an architect.

In closing, the exploration of  flexible working in architec-
tural offices reminds us that every space we design, every 
decision we make, is an opportunity for innovation. It is an 
opportunity to craft a future where flexibility, creativity, and 
collaboration thrive in harmony.

But the quest for understanding is far from over. In the next 
issue, I’ll delve deeper into the research, sharing additional 
research requisite to translate flexible working into a design 
proposal for an architectural office, and shedding light on 
the intricate process behind this exploration. The aim is to 
offer a behind-the-scenes look at the challenges, surprises, 
and moments of  insight that have shaped my project.

Together, we’ll continue to examine the evolving landscape 
of  flexible working in architecture, unearthing valuable 
perspectives from both professionals and employers. It’s 
a narrative that’s not just about spaces and schedules; it’s 
about the people who shape them, the organisations that 
embrace them, and the future that awaits.

Thank you for being part of  my journey thus far. I look 
forward to taking you along for the next leg of  this exciting 
expedition.

Warm regards,

Romée Rodriguez
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