
                                

 
 

  

 

 

 
  

 

 

  

 
 

 

PBS 
Chicago, IL 

Translating Strategy into Design 
The GSA’s Public Buildings Service (PBS), Region 5 offices in Chicago occupy high floors in one of the great 
monuments of modern architecture in North America – the John C Kluczynski Building, part of the downtown 
Federal Center designed by Mies van der Rohe in 1959-74. Yet the interior of the offices was bland and 
unprofessional looking, the astounding lake views were obscured by private offices, and the space did not match 
the new vision for the organization held by David Hood (the new ARA who started in 2002). By using the 
Workplace 20·20 strategic briefing process, PBS was able to align its mission of improving customer service and 
the quality of its projects with a new design concept for the workplace. 

The Challenge of Design Translation 
Findings from staff surveys, observational studies of space use and activities, as well as qualitative feedback from 
interviews and focus groups, all indicated clear directions for a new workplace strategy. PBS aimed to make a 
dramatic change in their organization by moving from a classic stove-piped structure to an integrated platform 
focused on forward-thinking core values. These organizational goals were established to link strategy and design: 

• Shift from command and control to greater decentralization and customer focus 
• Reduce operating costs 
• Incorporate excellence in design, construction and project management 
• Provide a first-class work environment that can serve as an example to customers 

The Workplace Strategy outlined concepts for a new workspace that placed more emphasis on collaboration and 
knowledge sharing, maximized ability to communicate with colleagues virtually and face-to-face and would adapt 
with PBS’s business changes. The first appointed project Architect proposed standard planning solutions that failed 
to support the key elements that the PBS required to grow and change in the new workplace. The resultant design 
did not meet the client’s organizational goals or budget. Various issues were ‘lost in translation’ and a new local 
design architect was appointed to complete the project. The project provided great insights into how to ensure that 
innovative workplace strategy gets translated into appropriate design solutions: 

• Select a design team that understands the value of workplace research, is engaged in the research process and 
is fully committed to implementing the workplace strategy 

• Involve the design architect as an integral part of the project team prior to initiating the workplace strategy 
process (this is now standard practice for GSA’s Rapid Engagement Service for its clients) 

• Ensure that a key participants in the development of the Workplace Strategy is enrolled in design development 
through collaborative design work sessions with the project Architect 

• Integrate client representatives into design development to ensure that business drivers are reflected in design. 

Observational studies revealed high 
levels of internal mobility (meetings and 
interaction away from the desk) 

Neighborhoods create zones of acoustical 
compatibility and open lake views 

“We want to 
dramatically change 

and effect 
organizational 

development through 
this (design) process” 

– David Hood, 
ARA PBS Region 5 
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Innovations 
Although this project entailed an extended period of implementation (October 2002 - December 2005 Phase I move-
in), many of the organizational changes PBS aimed for were achieved prior to occupation of the new workspace. 
Through the development of a workplace strategy, Associates experienced the first communication of organizational 
goals at a grass roots level during Workplace 20·20 interviews and focus groups, preparing the way for a series of 
other valuable initiatives to emerge: 

• A Transition Team was created to bring together representatives from Human Resources, Design, IT, etc. to lead 
efforts on workplace change management across the organization, (April, 2003) 

• The new organizational structure envisaged to include the Center for Design and Construction was implemented, 
(October, 2004) 

• A new electronic reservation system was put in place to ensure efficient use of meeting areas, (2005) 
• A new Video Conferencing System 
• A pilot project to test wireless phones and computers was implemented and became a showcase for Workplace 

20·20, the PBS, and the GSA. Security concerns as well as technical difficulties of operating in the steel frame 
building were overcome; (2005) 

• Centralized filing was created to support more mobile and inter-departmental working; (2005) 

Pilot Wireless Work Environment 
Surveys, observations and focus group activities extracted key objectives and potential obstacles to going wireless 
from affected staff at all levels of PBS. Research findings indicated that the workspace needed to change to better 
support teamwork and interaction with other departments. To encourage internal mobility as directed by the 
Workplace Strategy, a  wireless pilot program was developed in two phases and set-out to accomplish these goals: 

• Explore the benefits of mobile computing within and between local area networks (LANs) in PBS 
• Demonstrate the effectiveness of mobile computing using wireless cell connections outside of buildings. 
• Assess if converting all desktops to wireless computing could reduce the required number of wired locations, which 

would reduce the cost of office preparation and maintenance. 
• Determine if wireless computing for all Associates or a majority of Associates would be cost effective and efficient. 

Phase I assessed security and bandwidth as well as performance of wireless computers with regard to national 
applications and mobile usage. Phase II involved 150 users in the Realty Services Division on the 36th and 37th 
floors, adding 8 to 10 tablet PCs to be shared among users on three to four floors and swing locations; peripherals 
such as wireless devices and Blackberries were also added. A user survey measured portability / mobility, speed and 
usability of national applications.  

Center for Building Diagnostics and 
Performance, Carnegie Mellon 
Physical Measurements 
Center for the Built Environment (CBE) 
Survey of building environment 
CMU & Charles Salter Associates 
Environmental Quality Report (EQR) 
DEGW 
Visioning Session, Interviews, Focus 
Groups, Balanced Scorecard, Time 
Utilization Survey, Workplace 
Performance Survey (WPS) 
Judith Heerwagen Associates 
Research Contact, POE Report 
Kevin Powell, GSA 
Research Contact 
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Semi-transparent offices located along 
the building core achieve the need for 
both visual connection and privacy. 

Open work areas break down 
barriers to communication and 
support ad hoc meetings. 
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