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The COVID-19 pandemic will have 
a lasting impact on workplace 
design. Offices aren’t going away 

and will likely become a hybrid that 
successfully 
balance the 
benefits of 
being in the 
office and 
working 
from home. 
While what 
that means 
will vary by 
company, 
we do know 
that all 
workplaces 
need to 
be more 
resilient so 
they’re better 
prepared 
for the 
unexpected.

The 
meaning of 
‘resiliency’ 
varies across 
disciplines. 
Here I focus 

on its application in interior architecture 
and design, an important issue to 
consider as we learn from COVID-19 
and prepare for the future. Together, 
designers and business stakeholders must 
look holistically at workplace planning to 
create more resilient, flexible, and people-
centered workplaces that support both 
employee health and business continuity 
when the next disruptive event occurs. 

By shifting our priorities and mindsets 
about workspaces, we can create an 
environment that feels better, responds 
better to change, more respectfully 
connects the built and the natural 
environments, and provides a more 
meaningful experience for employees. 
Specific solutions will vary by industry, 
type of work, company size and culture, 
but should all touch on four categories of 
resilience: functional, social, health and 
psychological. 

Functional Resilience
Functional resiliency refers to the 

critical support of workplace elements 
necessary to keep businesses running 
amidst a future pandemic or other 
disaster. It’s achieved in the way we plan 
workplaces, select products, and design 
systems that are easily adaptable to 
change. 

Planning adaptable offices may 
include locating critical services such 
as the network system away from 
exterior walls, applying de-densification 
strategies and widening circulation 
pathways, or providing ample space for 
video conference rooms to keep home 
and office workers connected. It also 
prioritizes a shift from individual work 
areas toward activity-based spaces that 
react to employee needs, such as team 
collaboration, project-based work and 
other temporary activities.

Functional resiliency considers the 
incremental and long-term life of a 

building, designing not just for use on 
day-one, but for the potential second 
or third life of the space. Well-designed 
buildings focused on the organization of 
space, construction techniques, material 
selection and aesthetics will be better 
maintained and last longer. 

Health Resilience
The future office will need to do more 

to protect human health and safety. 
We’re finding ways to mitigate germs 
through touchless technology, HVAC 
system improvements and selection 
of materials. Touchless technology 
may include hands-free fixtures and 
occupancy sensors throughout an office, 
or controlling shared collaborative 
screens, such as conference room sign-
out, with individual smartphones or 
voice activation. Additionally, changes 
to HVAC operations can reduce the 
risk of airborne exposures. Mechanical 
systems should be evaluated and adjusted 
to increase fresh air intake, optimize 
temperature and humidity, eliminate 
leaks in ventilation systems, and improve 
air quality through system filtration and 
cleaning. Non-porous materials that are 
durable, easily cleaned and sustainable 
will support occupant health and well-
being. 

Additionally, by providing calm, 
quiet areas and access to outdoor 
space, employees can rest, reset, or 
concentrate for improved mental health. 
Incorporating direct or indirect natural 
elements into workplace design has been 
tested and proven to have health, well-
being, and economic benefits. A physical 
or psychological connection to nature, 
through the use of natural materials 
or nature-based colors and patterns, 
increases productivity and employee 
engagement, while reducing absenteeism, 
stress and mental fatigue.  

Social Resilience
Social aspects of resilient workplaces 

are as important as physical. Diverse 
communities where people know and 
respect each other thrive and bounce 
back quicker from external stress. By 
focusing on universal design strategies, 
human factors in design such as 
proxemics, and human diversity we can 
ensure that the spaces we create are 
socially responsible and functional for all 
users. 

Proxemics, which refers to the 
spatial separation individuals naturally 
maintain, varies based on environmental 
and cultural factors and needs to be 
analyzed in the wake of the pandemic. 
This may involve the evaluation of large 
open spaces where individuals may feel 
overexposed, and breaking them down 
into smaller spaces that feel more secure 
and still support group gatherings.

The use of glass and access to natural 
light create spaces that are more inviting 
and open to all. Strategic placement 
of shared building functions, such as 
a café or print rooms, or designating 
work-free zones, will encourage 
employee interaction. Widening stairs 
and hallways creates opportunities for 
chance encounters and impromptu 

conversations and provides for better 
social distancing.

Involving employees directly in the 
design process will contribute to a 
strong, inclusive work environment. For 
example, providing opportunities for 
employees to choose the way they work 
or flexibility to rearrange their space will 
provide individual control and sense of 
belonging, and prioritize equity across 
the office.

Psychological Resilience
In addition to health and social 

impacts, COVID-19 has had a 
psychological effect on many office 
workers. Addressing issues of functional, 
health and social resiliency will go a long 
way toward evoking a sense of health 
and well-being, so employees feel safe, 
valued and empowered. Additionally, 
multiple strategies contribute to the 
psychological and cognitive aspects of 
resilient design of workspaces, including 
spatial arrangements, color, lighting and 
connection to the outside and larger 
community. Color palettes may trend 
toward soft pastels and neutrals for a 
sense of calm, or toward bold jewel tones 
to boost energy. 

Allowing for more individual control 
over their work environment, in terms of 
lighting and thermal comfort, or choice 
in the way they work, will contribute to 
an employee’s peace of mind. 

Going forward, we need to 
acknowledge that human connectivity 
has changed, and design spaces that 
promote collaboration while allowing 
for the individual’s level of comfort with 
face-to-face interaction. 

There has been much speculation 
around how COVID-19 will change 
workplace design long-term. Time will 
ultimately tell, but it will likely be a blend 
of the collaborative benefits of being in 
an office with new behaviors learned 
while working from home. A well-
designed workplace, where employees 
feel safe and protected, will draw people 
back to the office. Workplace resiliency 
is the key to a new normal and critical to 
the design of future office spaces.
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Bergmann is a nationally recognized 
architecture, engineering and 

planning firm with offices throughout 

the Northeast, Midwest and Atlantic 

regions. Founded in Rochester 40 years 

ago, the firm is proud to operate out of 

its corporate headquarters downtown, 

with nearly half of Bergmann’s 450+ 

professionals calling Tower280 their 

home. Bergmann has long been 

recognized as a trusted design partner 

and advisor for projects throughout 

the region with recent notable 

projects including design of 260 East 

Broad Street, the Inner Loop North 

transformation, Blue Cross Arena 

Riverside Expansion and ROC the 

Riverway.

In response to evolving building 

and workplace needs resulting from 

the COVID-19 pandemic, Bergmann 

gathered specialists across the firm 

to form its resilient design team. 

Comprising experts from areas such as 

interior design, architecture, mechanical 

engineering, environmental health and 

safety, and cleanroom protocols, this 

team looks holistically at the physical 

design of a space and building to 

adapt and create environments that 

support the needs of employees while 

delivering on business goals. The team 

offers specialized and tailored business 

environment and facility planning 

services to meet the unique needs of 

clients across multiple vertical markets 

including commercial, corporate office, 

education, hospitality and retail.


