
iNsPiRiNG sPACEs

At the headquarters of Gus-
to, a billion-dollar payroll 
and benefits management 
company, employees wear 

slippers or socks in lieu of shoes. The no-
shoes mandate from Gusto Founder Josh-
ua Reeves keeps the corporate culture 
grounded, literally and metaphorically. 
“We started the company in a house 
where we were raised to take off our 
shoes. When we moved into our office, we 
kept that tradition,” says Joshua, who also 
invites visitors to walk around shoeless.

Today’s workplace is full of quirky cus-
toms and idiosyncrasies aimed at creating 
a place that feels like home and balances 
earning a paycheck with building a com-
munity. Silicon Valley startups were the 
first to reimagine the workplace as a space 

to innovate and collaborate. Rather than 
rows of isolating cubicles, loft-like, residen-
tial-style spaces sprang up with playful 
décor, plenty of natural light, ping pong and 
pool tables, and coffeehouse amenities. 
Progressive commercial designers nixed 
all that fluorescent tube lighting with its 
annoying hum and those sterile break 
rooms with their lone coffee pots and vend-
ing machines. The evolution of the office 
space is in full swing and with it a new way 
of thinking about the way we work. 

“The workplace is becoming more 
adaptable and integrated. We look for home 
in our office environments that provide 
comfort, movement, function, nature and 
identity,” says Soledad Amarante, creative 
director, Workscapes. The full-service office 
dealership notes a departure from conven-

Working It: 
The New Face of the  
Workplace

The latest design concepts create a home away from home
by Karen LeBlanc 

Above: Today’s office space is more social with 
living rooms for employees to congregate and 
collaborate in, creating a home away from 
home at work as in this design by Workscapes. 

Below: Employee break room in the downtown 
Orlando headquarters of First Green Bank, 
designed by Ted Maines Interiors, resembles a 
residential kitchen and features the company’s 
signature green colorscape.
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tional, business-style spaces and private 
offices to warm, inviting lounge/living 
room areas with workplace kitchens and 
cafés. “Workers choose to belong to open 
areas rather than isolate themselves in 
private settings. Space no longer responds 
to a vertical hierarchy, it responds to a 
dynamic organizational system in which 
everyone has the freedom to choose where 
and how to work,” Soledad says.

At NeoCon 2018, the annual commer-
cial design industry trade show, experts 
gathered in a defacto brain trust to discuss 
ideas driving workspace design. The buzz 
was all about two concepts influencing 
modern workplace design: humanistic 
and biophilic principles together sup-
planting tired notions of office design. 

Studio TK, a NeoCon exhibitor, suc-
cinctly captured the gist of the collective 
conversation on a sign that read: “Social 
spaces that create connections, prioritize 
well-being and express a point of view 
have a work culture that empowers peo-
ple to do the same.”

NeoCon prominently featured prod-
ucts that promote connections to nature, 
employee well-being, and creative, collabor-
ative spaces balanced with private places. 

“Most workplace environments have 
become much more casual and relaxed, 
both in attire and design. Many businesses 
prefer open, collaborative spaces to private 
offices, sometimes with comfortable lounge 
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areas,” says Ted Maines, a residential and 
commercial interior designer. In one of his 
latest projects, First Green Bank headquar-
ters in downtown Orlando, Ted repur-
posed a large walk-in bank vault into an 
informal, lounge-style meeting room.

This new face of the workplace also 
recognizes the power of design in foster-
ing company culture, an idea some of the 

Left: This employee lounge designed by 
Workscapes blends together cafe and 
residential kitchen design elements. 

Above: A mini putting green in this office space 
designed by Workscapes is an example of the 
types of playful amenities showing up in the 
workplace.

Below: Ted Maines Interiors converted a bank 
vault into a sitting area as part of its overall 
design of First Green Bank’s downtown 
headquarters.
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most successful companies take to heart. 
“If you want to build a magical brand, you 
can’t fake culture. Without a positive cul-
ture, people doing customer service won’t 
have that joie de vivre that customers can 
feel,” says Andy Dunn, founder of mens-
wear brand Bonobos. 

The challenge for architects and design-
ers is to channel this trifecta of commer-
cial design—humanistic, biophilic and 
work culture into a workspace that feels 
like home yet structured for productivity. 

“Technology has allowed companies to 
create a more casual and unconventional 
work environment that enhances creativ-
ity and productivity,” says Francia Fusik, 
interior designer and founder of All In 
One Decorating Solutions. Francia recently 
created pet spaces for employees in a work-
place design project. “Some of our clients 
ask employees what they want, and we cre-
ate the space accordingly,” she adds. 

Biophilic Design to Build 
Human-Nature Connections:
Taking a deep dive into this new face of 
the workplace, let’s first break down this 
idea of biophilic design. In simplistic 
terms, it’s about counterbalancing all of 
the time we spend indoors by strengthen-
ing our connection to the outdoors. Bio-
philic design elements, such as living 
walls (plant walls), natural materials, 
grounded color palettes and textured sur-
faces, can stimulate the parasympathetic 
system. The idea is rooted in Japan where 
the popularity of forest bathing, and tak-
ing walks outside among trees and nature 
to lower stress levels prevails. 

“We encourage the use of wood, natural 
fibers and interior green living walls to 
generate cohesive spaces that keep our cli-
ents closer to nature,” Soledad explains. 
Workscapes believes clients are becoming 
more mindful of the benefits of natural 

light and touches of nature to enhance 
productivity, creativity and morale. 

All In One Decorating Solutions inte-
grates biophilic design elements in commer-
cial spaces with indoor plants, wood accent 
walls and natural lighting. “This declut-
tered and minimalistic design approach 
creates a clean, organized office that fos-
ters productivity and better time manage-
ment while minimizing stress because 
the spaces promote clarity of thought and 
imagination,” Francia explains. 

Ted Maines Interiors, in a recent com-
mercial project, used repurposed wood as 
flooring material in a shared workspace 
and a live-edge wood surface in a confer-
ence room in lieu of a laminated table to 
create a warmer feel. “The ability to incor-
porate natural finishes can serve to pro-
vide a more sustainable environment, 
especially when we are able to repurpose 
materials in unexpected ways,” Ted says.
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Above: Biophilic Design 
elements such as living 
plant walls create 
connections with  
nature in this commer-
cial space designed by 
Workscapes. 

Right: Ted Maines 
Interiors specified this 
live edge table for the 
conference room at First 
Green Bank’s downtown 
Orlando headquarters 
to bring warmth and 
natural elements into 
the space.
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Humanistic Design for 
Employee Health and  
Well-Being 
Humanistic design promotes employee 
well-being by encouraging physical activ-
ity and sustainability. “Workers are no 
longer tethered to a traditional desk. 
Height adjustable worktops and chairs 
afford the flexibility of being able to stand 
or sit, sometimes as directed by a user’s 
personal device,” Ted says.

To encourage physical activity, Francia 
designs workspaces with printers located 
at a distance from employee desks to 
encourage walking. “We plan the space to 
maximize movement such as locating the 
break room on another floor or including 
a small gym; locating employee parking 
spaces further from the building; and 
assigning smoking areas in uncomfort-
able, unattractive spaces,” Francia says.

In client meetings, Workscapes encour-
ages discussions on ways to provide health-
ier working experiences through a series 
of space plan exercises. “We encourage 

users to opt for choices that enable physi-
cal activity as we know this sets off a 
healthy lifestyle,” Soledad adds.

Biophilic and humanistic principles 
also embrace sustainability, in particular 
healthy materials that improve air quality 
by reducing off-gassing (the release of vol-
atile organic compounds). These environ-
mentally “clean” materials can comprise 
surfaces, furnishings, wall coverings and 
more. “It’s important today to be more 
responsible and avoid the use of dispos-
able furniture. With the assumption that a 
company is going to be around for the next 
five to 10 years, it’s best practice to use 
materials that will last a long time. It 
makes a statement about a business that 
is planning on being here to stay,” Ted says. 

Understanding the psychological 
effects of color in the built environment is 
another manifestation of humanistic 
design. “Using the right color palette is 
very important because color can affect 
the way you act. Blue is ideal because it 
can lower blood pressure by one point and 

fosters a sense of security. Shades of green 
and brown can ground employees by con-
necting them with nature, creating a 
more relaxed ambience,” Francia notes.

From adaptive furnishings to living 
walls and privacy pods, today’s office is 
where employees feel at home to do their 
best work. “Productivity and quality of 
work is always better when the team is in 
a happy place,” Ted says.

Karen LeBlanc is host  
of The Design Tourist  
series. She travels the  
globe attending some of  
the world’s premiere design  
events in search of the latest  
trends, tastemakers and  
unique finds. Learn more  
at thedesigntourist.com. 
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Both images:  
First Green Bank’s 
reception area was 
designed by Ted  
Maines Interiors to 
communicate its 
eco-friendly corporate 
identity and company 
culture.  The project  
won a Golden Brick 
Award for sustainability 
from the Downtown 
Development Board.
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