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WHAT ABOUT OFFICE SPACE? 
 
 

What about office space?  As long as you’ve made accommodations for desks, 

electrical, data, telephone receptacles, and (if needed) production space, you’re all set to 

move in the furniture, right? 

A statistic from the American Society of Interior Designers, gathered by an 

independent research organization states that the average employee and employer lose  

1.5 – 3.5 hours per week due solely to workspace inefficiency. Small businesses tend to 

top the scale, and often exceed this figure. Add this up: Hourly rate of pay per employee 

x  Number of employees x 50 weeks per year = Cost of inefficient space per year. You 

need to give that space some serious consideration! 

 Notice the statistic isn’t for a workspace that “doesn’t have enough square feet of 

room,” nor for a workspace that “is an inexpensive space.” It refers to how the space is 

used. Unless you’re an expert, you may wish to hire one, as space design involves far 

more than simple space planning of how many desks, files, and people “fit.” 

 What actually does space design mean? Webster defines design as having a goal 

or purpose; to form a plan for something. Licensed designer, Sharon Breay of Breay 

Design Associates, states “Design is much more than buying pretty ‘things.’ Design is a 

combination of form and function; it is the “how-to” of placing various things together in 

a harmonious, efficient, and effective manner that matches your purpose, and gives 

solutions to the your needs. 

 What steps should be taken to insure a good space design? 



1) Address the problem or need early; before actually beginning any work. Make 

a Master Plan of your needs & desires. You will save considerable time and 

money by doing so.  

2) Gather all data pertinent to the project. 

3) Form schematic, beginning, solutions to evaluate, discuss, and vote on. 

4) Develop the chosen schematic design in all details; it will save you time, 

resources, and money by covering the details now. 

Sharon gives a true example of a business moving into its third location 

that was planned to be a dream to work in, as well as beautiful to behold. 

However, the simple issue of the thickness of furniture panels had not been 

considered. This tiny detail threw off code clearances, necessitating 

changes in the plan that took valuable workspace away from employees. 

The Branch Manager sadly admitted that had he been aware of the 

problem from the start, he would have rented more space, a fact now 

impossible to do. Now most of areas are smaller and there is no room for 

future expansion. 

5) Address the cost of your chosen solution. 

6) Have the finalized solution implemented. 

7) Either you and/or your design professional keep in close contact with the 

project as it is implemented, built, installed, etc. to insure it is following the 

design intent, without any miscommunication. 

8) SMILE: the end results prove it’s all been worth the time and effort. 



9) Do a post-project evaluation at 3, 6, and 12 month intervals to see if any 

tweaking needs to be done. 

10)  Address the Master Plan you had back in Step 1 and update it for the future.  

What are a few of the things I need to address? 

Plan approximations of square footage, check product options and availability, choose 

materials for your budget niche, find manufacturers, and good contractors, installers, 

movers (as needed). Learn about the subjects below:  

ACOUSTICS:  How important are acoustics to your business? Acoustics are affected by 

the ceiling, the light fixtures, the walls, the ventilation system, the furniture panels or 

screens, the flooring, the wall material, window treatments, etc.  

A helpful tip for you: Place task chairs so occupants sit at different angles from 

each other may save someone’s sanity, particularly if one or each use the 

telephone frequently. 

LIGHTING: Nothing so affects the built environment as lighting—yet it is the most 

overlooked of all factors in the workspace. Obviously, you need sufficient amounts of 

light, but the determining factor in good lighting is the quality more than the quantity. 

You don’t want glare, which can cause inefficiency, eye strain, and irritability. Office 

tasks usually need 75-85 footcandles of light; natural light in Colorado can generate 

10,000 footcandles of light on a horizontal surface. Whew! Let’s address how to handle 

our psychological need to see outside. Lighting can sell our image, or product, calm our 

patients, make our workers efficient, visually enlarge the space, or make it feel intimate.  

As for the light fixtures, the type of fixture, the type of ballast, the type of baffle or lens, 



the type of bulb, the direction the light beam is aimed, can all work together to create the 

environment you are seeking—or can destroy it. 

FUNCTION FLOW: Analyze inter-department and intra-department workflow. Analyze 

individual workstation or office flow. Do individual work areas have the best set-up for 

the task to be performed there? Are workers able to do the most with the least movement? 

Are there unhealthy movements they are now making that can be eliminated by space 

design? If you’re short on floor space, can you design “upwards” to maximize work 

surface space? Is the overall shape of the space, or the outline of the space, the best for 

your business? Do you need to have the entrance to a tenant space adjacent to the 

elevator?  

FURNITURE FLOW: Is the furniture configuration or components causing a waste of 

space? Are users losing precious moments within their own domain due to furniture? 

Does the furniture FIT the user? What furniture type best fits your business: freestanding, 

modular, systems, a combination, and in what style? Is it practical, strong, and easy to 

maintain? What about those task chairs? Are they adjustable for your ergonomic needs? 

Do you know how to adjust them; do you adjust them? Is the fabric easy to maintain? 

What about ergonomic keyboard help?  

CODE COMPLIANCES: Does your space fit regulations with fire and building codes? 

Are your aisles wide enough; do you have enough exits, and are they located properly? 

Are switches, receptacles, restroom furniture, public drinking fountains, public phones, 

etc. at the right height? What about transaction counters? If you, or an employee, should 

have to be in a wheel chair for awhile, would you be able to function well?  



FINISHES: If you have visitors, or employees, the finishes must adhere to fire codes. Do 

the colors and textures fit the psychology of your space, the image you wish to project? 

Will they take lots of wear and be easy to maintain? Do they fit your budget? 

CONSTRUCTION DRAWINGS AND BID SUBMITTALS: A licensed professional 

designer can create legal drawings and documents for a contractor or installer to work 

from. He/she can “talk the lingo” helping the contractor to understand your needs and 

desires. They are accustomed to helping you obtain bid submittals, and meeting with the 

bidding contractors to augment your evaluation (if you wish) of whom to choose for your 

project. 

PROJECT COORDINATION & MANAGEMENT: For many businesses, the biggest 

asset of a licensed space designer is handling the colossal job of project coordination 

and/or project management. Your input, opinions, and decisions are very necessary since 

the space must fit your expectations. However, the designer can handle the coordination 

meetings for you, meet with the movers to ascertain that you will have enough boxes, 

labels, etc., inform the data and electrical people (if needed)  when to schedule their 

workers to be on site, answer the contractor when he needs new information concerning 

an unforeseen problem, etc., etc., etc.  Back-up Documentation of project management is 

done by the wise designer to enable anyone involved to get information, dates of 

correspondence, etc. You may be able to do this or a licensed designer can do all or part 

of this for you, allowing you to focus on your business.  

Do I need to hire a space designer? Designers are educated in analyzing client problems 

and addressing the need from various areas of expertise, with an outsider’s perspective. 

They will look at details that typically aren’t even thought of. (A professional space 



designer has at least one college design degree and extensive in-field experience before 

even being allowed to take the professional qualifications exam.) This information is then 

assembled into possible solutions to present to you for input and evaluation. They can 

save you time, money, frustration, and prevent disasters. 

 How do I know the solutions will work? Great design is developed by a team 

process involving you the client, the designer (if hired), and the contractor or builder or 

installer (if applicable). You are always evaluating your particular business needs, and 

relaying this information to the team, as well as evaluating how the solutions will benefit 

the business. It is from this input that the designer forms unique solutions. The contractor 

will bring up construction details from his area of expertise that may affect the solution. 

If needed, other professionals are on the advisory team, such as an architect if structural 

building is to be done, an engineer for heat, ventilation, and air conditioning, an electrical 

engineer, and professionals from any other needed discipline. Designers are well-versed 

in this entire process and can oversee all of the points discussed in this particular paper. 

Ultimately, it is your input that determines the success of your project.  

 Can my company just hire a contractor or retail supply agent?  Yes, you can. 

But if you want optimum results based on the unique needs of your company, you may 

not handle the psychological and technical considerations to solve “your” problem(s) 

without a design professional. Retailers specialize in selling their product; contractors 

specialize in building. Designers specialize in providing custom solutions. Quick and 

easy solutions may only solve the surface problem. Such solutions may not address the 

root from which the problem stems. In a short time, you will again experience problems. 



 Your needs are unique to your company’s method and style of working, the type 

of environment you wish to create, the actual space at hand, the shape of this space, the 

variables you are willing and/or able to work with, the psychological impact you wish to 

make, and the amount you wish to spend. Your neighbor’s solution will never be “your” 

best solution. Take the necessary steps to insure you have success. 

 

If you are interested obtaining assistance to make your office space more productive, 

send your name, company name, e-mail address, and phone number to: 

sbreay@breaydesign.com.  

Sharon Breay, A.S.I.D.(American Society of Interior Designers), Sr. certified NCIDQ designer, has been providing 

design solutions for clients for over twenty years. Her research and work have been included in various magazines, 

television shows, and newspapers. Sharon is principal of Breay Design Associates, and “Does the Shoe FIT?” 

workshops and programs. With her early-in-life career as a museum awarded painter/artist, she is more than capable of 

handling both the function and aesthetics of your workspace.  Sharon is a frequently requested speaker, mentor, and 

instructor. www.breaydesign.com 
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Need a Great Program or Workshop that is both informative AND fun? 
Lots of audience interaction and take-back tips for instant use. 
DOES THE SHOE………FIT?     WORKSHOPS & PROGRAMS 
Call Sharon at 303-697-6548 to set up your specialized program. 
 


