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In early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed the 
adoption of remote work for many companies, including the 
global design firm Perkins Eastman. At that time, leaders 
of Perkins Eastman’s Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, office had 
just begun designing and planning a move to a new location 
for their workplace. When the world shut down, pausing 
construction plans, they took the opportunity to rethink their 
workplace strategy. The new office’s design and operational 
policies were modified to create an even more flexible and 
resilient work environment—continuing the firm’s goal to 
create the workplace of the future while addressing a post-
pandemic world. 

The new Perkins Eastman Pittsburgh office opened in May 
2021. The space, and the accompanying office policies, 

provided the structure for employees to thrive. Perkins 
Eastman’s Pittsburgh office offers valuable insight into the 
question on so many minds: How can we create a workplace 
that fosters productivity and cultivates a positive culture?

A post-occupancy evaluation of the Perkins Eastman 
Pittsburgh office—comprising surveys, interviews, behavior 
observations, and indoor environmental quality data 
collection—demonstrates that the spatial design and policies 
that foster news ways for working supports employees’ 
physical health, professional growth, and social connection. 
The recipe for its success includes three main ingredients: 
1) A “Work from Anywhere” policy; 2) A “free address” 
unassigned seating model; and 3) A variety of work points 
within the office.

Introduction

Free address, work from anywhere, and everything in between 
Work From Anywhere (WFA) is a policy that Perkins Eastman 
established to allow employees to work in a location that is best 
suited to the nature of their task, whether that is in the office, in 
a neighborhood coffee shop, “on the road,” or at home. WFA is 
intended to provide flexibility and freedom, with the expectation 
that employees select a location that is appropriate and 
conducive to working productively. 

In a free address office, seats and workstations are available 
in order of an employee’s arrival to the office rather than 
predetermined assigned seating. Employees can choose from 
a variety of work points (e.g., open workstation, counter seating 
along windows, booth seating, lounge areas) located throughout 
the office. Free address allows employees to choose the work 
setting that is best suited to their task and personal comfort 
preferences, aligning goals with the WFA policy. Free address 

maximizes flexibility by considering the elements of: individual 
behavior, community integration, workstation ergonomics, 
technological support, spatial variety and adaptability, and 
clear and transformative workplace policies.
 
A highlight of the new office in Pittsburgh is the variety of 
work points that allow employees to tailor their environment, 
using the office itself as a tool to support their productivity. 
There is a mix of focus and collaboration spaces, including 
traditional work points (e.g., a height-adjustable desk with 
two monitors), counter seating by a window, a small focus 
room to take a virtual call, a conference room for larger team 
meetings, or an open workshop area for team collaboration. 
Providing alternative work points in addition to traditional desks 
increases the ratio of seats-to-employees so that there are 
always plenty of options to choose from. 
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Our Pittsburgh Office
Meeting basic needs:  
Providing a healthy workplace
Every employee deserves a healthy workplace—a 
physical environment that is safe, comfortable, and 
supports employees’ abilities to complete their tasks. 
Perkins Eastman’s Pittsburgh office expands on these 
principles by adopting systems that maintain excellent 
indoor environmental quality and by providing a variety 
of comfortable and ergonomic workstations that 
accommodate employees’ unique roles and needs. 

Daylight: A large expanse of perimeter windows allows 
daylight to penetrate deep into the space. Research points 
to myriad benefits of daylight exposure, including better 
sleep quality, increased activity levels, and enhanced quality 
of life.1 In the Pittsburgh office, employees are empowered 
to adjust hand-operable window blinds as needed to filter 
light and minimize glare, increasing their visual comfort.

Healthy indoor environmental quality

Noise: The Pittsburgh office is equipped with a white-noise 
system to mask disruptive noises, decrease distraction, 
and increase concentration and focus. Research on 
open-plan offices has shown that noise from surrounding 
conversations is more disruptive to employees’ focus than 
other noise sources, such as ventilation, office equipment, 
and footsteps.2 With the white-noise system, the Pittsburgh 
office’s occupied noise level achieves the industry standards 
for office environments.3

Temperature: The temperature in the office stays between 
68°F–75°F, as recommended by the industry standard for 
office environments.4 Most employees felt comfortable with 
the temperature, although many noted that the temperature 
felt cool. Variability in perceived thermal comfort is expected, 
however, as it is influenced by factors beyond just the air 
temperature, such as radiation, air speed, and individuals’ 
metabolic rates and clothing. 

Air quality: The office space is well ventilated and equipped 
with an air filtration system. The average CO2 level is 352 
ppm, substantially lower than the maximum recommended 
CO2 level for offices (800 ppm).5 Working in an indoor 
environment with low CO2 levels has been found to improve 
cognitive performance, especially for conducting complex 
tasks and making decisions.6



NON-TRADITIONAL WORKPOINT

TRADITIONAL WORKPOINT

The office provides a variety of ergonomic work 
points to cater to diverse body types, postures, 
and needs. Traditional workstations are fitted with 
height-adjustable desks, adjustable task chairs, and 
double monitors, providing a high level of adjustability 
and intuitive controls to accommodate employee 
preferences and create comfortable working positions. 
Non-traditional work points, such as couches and 
counter seating along the windows, provide a variety 
of working positions and configurations that can also 
accommodate individual or group work.  

In a healthy workplace, 
employees are more likely 
to feel motivated and 
engaged, ultimately leading 
to increased productivity 
and better overall job 
satisfaction.7 Ensuring a 
healthy workplace is not just 
an ethical obligation; it is 
a strategic investment that 
benefits both the employees 
and the organization. 
 

Physical comfort



Providing an enhanced working experience: 
Maximizing personal and collective growth
Perkins Eastman’s Pittsburgh office supports productivity and culture through a mix of 
policies and spatial features that maximize both personal and collective growth.

The combination of the spatial design of the office 
and its operational policies offers substantial 
flexibility and supports productivity. The Work from 
Anywhere (WFA) policy accommodates employees’ 
ever-changing needs by allowing them a choice 
of work points. Spatial features that support WFA 
include a mix of different workstation options, easily 
moveable furniture, technological supports, and 
lockers to store personal items. Reconfigurable 
space, such as a conference room with a foldaway 
wall create open space for larger events and a 
dedicated multipurpose innovation space that can be 
rearranged as needed, also augments adaptability.  

While the office was designed to provide maximum 
flexibility, significant changes to physical infrastructure 
can be costly. Policies, on the other hand, can 
be modified at relatively little cost. At the Perkins 
Eastman Pittsburgh office, leadership regularly 
revisits and revises operational policies to improve 
work processes, productivity, and office culture.

Flexibility in design and policy
Free-address, non-hierarchical seating means more 
intermingling among junior and senior employees, which 
allows for more “eaves-learning,” or the indirect learning of 
industry knowledge. Likewise, this arrangement provides more 
opportunities for spontaneous collaboration and informal 
mentorship (e.g., day-to-day coaching and knowledge sharing).

Non-hierarchical seating arrangements



Eaves-learning:  
Learning through osmosis
Eaves-learning is the process of acquiring knowledge 
and skills from eavesdropping, informal mentorship, and 
spontaneous collaboration that occur when working in 
close physical proximity to other people. As we absorb 
information from overhearing work-related conversations, 
learning happens through osmosis. Casually overhearing 
office conversations can be beneficial to employee 
productivity, performance, and career growth.

Physical proximity is key to eaves-learning. Being 
physically present in an office allows one to hear the 
conversations happening around them, without necessarily 
being a part of them. Eaves-learning is nearly impossible 
to replicate in a virtual environment, as discussions and 
conversations must be deliberately organized with specific 
virtual locations, time slots, and participants.

Eaves-learning is nearly 
impossible to replicate in 

a virtual environment…
““ ““

The office isn’t all about work—many spatial features in 
the Pittsburgh office act as social catalysts to encourage 
relationship- and culture-building. Outside of the traditional 
work points, the most-loved space is the office’s communal 
lunch table, a popular spot in the lounge area where people 
gather to eat meals together, fostering new and established 

connections. An adjacent photo-wall puts faces to names but 
also celebrates employees through a regularly rotating display 
of plaques to celebrate birthdays, work anniversaries, and 
other newsworthy and culture-building activities, encouraging 
employees to get to know each other better.

Spatial features as social catalysts

Creating an enhanced working experience that fosters productivity, well-being, and culture-building 
necessitates a strategic fusion of design and policy. Pre-design surveys, charettes, and interviews to 

understand the diverse needs of their employees provided the basis for the Pittsburgh office’s spatial 
design and operational policies. This became the critical foundation that guided the creation of an 

inclusive and engaging workplace that can adapt to diverse needs while cultivating a sense of community.
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I want to go into the office now because it feels like a healthy, clean, bright place 
to be. I also value the non-hierarchical office environment, which fosters our 

mentorship culture. Our office does a good job supporting us and working with 
us. Now, the office is more like a tool we can use.

– Perkins Eastman Pittsburgh employee

““ ““

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed many sudden yet lasting 
changes, including the ways in which we work. It also 
affirmed that workplaces should be planned—through both 
flexible spatial design and operational policies—to proactively 
address an ever-evolving future of work.  

Surveys, data, and observation have demonstrated that 
the Perkins Eastman Pittsburgh office’s spatial design 
and policies promote a healthy and enhanced workplace 
environment that caters to both individual and collective 
needs and productivity. At the core of this approach is the 
commitment to providing a healthy workplace that focuses 
on indoor environmental quality and physical comfort. 
Additionally, through policies such as Work from Anywhere 

and a free-address model, the office enhances employees’ 
working experience through opportunities to choose the 
most suitable work points for different tasks at any given 
time. Providing individual and collaborative spaces, with 
various work postures, in a free-address office creates ever-
changing seating variety—a massive opportunity for greater 
productivity, comfort, culture building, and eaves-learning 
among employees.  
 
This combination of spatial design and operational policies 
supports employees’ physical, mental, and cognitive well-
being, thereby contributing to their productivity, work 
performance, and job satisfaction.
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