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This thesis describes the need for privacy against the desire for transparency 
in office buildings. Office buildings today are all built according to the “open 
plan” office designs. This design creates a lot of transparency but neglects 
the employees need for privacy. The boundary between transparency and 
privacy in the workplace is of great value for the success of an organisation. 
Today’s society and its new social media tools are influencing this boundary 
between privacy and transparency in the workplace.

Research has been done by studying the change in society throughout time 
that has affected organisations. The relation between the change in society 
and the change of an organisation concerning transparency has  proven to 
be an important change for the architecture of office buildings. Therefore 
examples are studied to investigate the positive and negative effects of 
the transparent architecture of office buildings today. This has proven 
that architecture can have both positive and negative effects on the work 
rate. The introduction of new social media tools has given transparency in 
organisations a new sort of energy, which will lead to a new evolved “open 
plan” design in the future.

The theoretical research has provided for a certain direction towards the 
evolving of office designs in the future. The research tries to identify the 
history of office designs, where upon several office designs of the past have 
been analysed. The project will focus on the implementing the positive 
results of the analysis and improving the negative effects. Combining all the 
given research has led to a creation of a new and improved office design, 
called the office cell. 

Before proceeding with the building design, an organisation was chosen 
that lived to the given standards. The organisation that was chosen is 
Unilever, a well-known organisation in the Netherlands. The current main 
office of Unilever in Rotterdam isn’t living up to the standards anymore, 
which offered the opportunity to design an new main office of Unilever on 
the same plot. To create modern and suitable office building for Unilever, the 
new office is based on the created office cell design. The location analysis 
of Rotterdam and the research of the Urban development plan Rotterdam, 

ABSTRACT
led to a urban design strategy and a building design strategy. These design 
strategies in combination with the stapled office cell determined the design 
of the building and its surroundings.

The two volumes containing the office cells are wrapped in a circular 
climbing circulation space, that connects these office cells with the other 
functions inside the building. This circular climbing circulation space is 
designed with floor high steps that create amazing big open floor spaces. 
This gives the interior of the building the wished transparency, and 
visually connects the office cells with each other. In between these office 
department a transparent box is designed which contains the library, the 
restaurant and the conference rooms. This transparent box is semi-public 
and with consensus of Unilever can these spaces be used by other people 
or organisations. The podium volume of the building contains a two story 
high plaza for Unilever to display their new innovative products and place 
their sampling kitchens. Beneath this amazing plaza from Unilever the 
underground plaza is situated. The research about skyscrapers and how 
to let these building also connect with the people in the city, proved that 
it is useful to implement public functions inside the building. That is why 
there are two public spaces inside the building. Namely the underground 
plaza and the sky garden with viewing deck. This Underground plaza is 
two stories high and is accessible for everyone. it consists of several bars, 
cafés and lunchrooms. This underground plaza is the key for getting more 
vibrant streets and enhance the liveliness of the public square in front of the 
building. The two top floors of the building contain the sky garden and the 
viewing deck with restaurant. This space is free for the public and provides 
amazing views of the city of Rotterdam. With the peaceful open sky garden 
and the amazing view this place offers great potential for Unilever to use for 
their network event or internal events. 
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Our society has endured radical shifts in everything from social communication to 
demographics( shifts in society, 2011). Today’s society has become more transparent 
than ever before. This change in our society has reflected towards the internal structure 
of organizations. Organizations are not only becoming more transparent in their 
internal structure, but also in their appearance towards the society. The architecture of 
office buildings is therefore also changing.

The goal of the graduation studio Transparency is to design a building that reflects 
towards transparency. The studio is set up by ir. Ruurd Roorda and ir. Barbara Kuit, 
together with prof. Dipl.-Ing Cristian Rapp they form the evaluators for this project. 

The graduation studio project was divided into two parts. The first part, which is the 
M3 project, mainly consisted out of the researcht towards transparency in building 
and organisatons. The second part, M4, can be seen as a combination of research 
and design. The M3 part had a duration of 4 months which included an excursion 
to Berlin. The M4 project start in June 2015.

T.A.E.M. Steijns

PREFACE
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On the left side of the page a map of the city centre of Rotterdam is pictured. 
In the middle is the Rotterdam Central District. The Rotterdam Central District 
is an area that has the most economic development in Rotterdam, This area is 
also called the Weena area. The Rotterdam Central District is the beating heart 
of Rotterdam. With its multinational cultures and top transportation, it is an 
excellent place for new entrepreneurs or companies to show what they have to 
offer. Rotterdam Central District is the place for creating a new way of working, 
expanding boundaries and creating new connections regarding organisations 
and office design. 

The traditional way of working is not compatible with the rapidly changing and 
fast growing innovation society. Organisations of today need to adjust their 
organisational model to fit the innovation society. In this innovation society, 
social media tools are becoming more and more important. This means that 
organisations cannot oversee the importance of social media in this world. 
Organisations are responding to this shift in society, by removing all of the 
boundaries within their organisation. In this way organisations hope to create 
more openness and transparency within their organisations which should lead to 
more communication and should improve the social aspects at work. 

This research will mostly consist of determining different boundaries and 
thresholds in organisations, while trying to understand which boundaries are 
necessary to keep, and what their effect is towards the workflow. In this case the 
social worklife becomes very important. The physical and clear boundaries that 
created a hierarchy within an organisation are currently disappearing, which will 
lead to blurred boundaries that will change the social worklife of employees. Next 
to this research an improved office design is created which will be the starting 
point for the design part of this thesis.

The theoretical part of the book is structured in a linear way from research until 
the final design. The findings of the research, preliminary and theoretical, are the 
base for creating the new office cell. After that the design process starts, where it 
has developed step by step. In the end it will lead to a final design which includes 
a new modern office building for Unilever, and a written conclusion. 

INTRODUCTION

CREATING NEW BOUNDARIES IN ORGANISATIONS

Figure 1.1
partial map of Rotterdam 
with the project location
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Social media tools are currently controlling people and therefor controlling 
the world. The new innovation society we live in, is all about fast technical 
improvements, innovation and changes the way of working. Organisations need 
to adjust themselves towards the innovation society, and the use of social media 
tools. This change in society will lead to a change in the architecture of office 
buildings. Office building are becoming more transparent towards the outside, 
but also on the inside. As example the open plan offices, without any walls. In the 
past these walls where part of the architecture of office buildings, and created clear 
and “hardwired” boundaries in the organisation. Today the boundaries between 
transparency and privacy is blurred and unclear, which has a negative effect on 
the organisation and its employees. The social media tools of today are having an 
effect on the boundaries between transparency and privacy in organisations. The 
change of society together with the upcoming use of social media tools will have 
an effect on how we are going to build office building in the future. This raises the 
research question of the graduation project:

“How will the ARCHITECTURE of office buildings evolve regarding the influence 
that new SOCIAL MEDIA tools have on the BOUNDARY between TRANSPARENCY 
and PRIVACY in organisations?”

This research question is a result and an continuation of the M3 research. This 
research question gives me the change to use my findings in my M3 research, but it 
also offers an opportunity to design and create a new and improved office design 
that will be able to integrate the effects of social media tools. During this thesis the 
relevance of the boundaries between transparency and privacy will become even 
more clearer to understand. During the designfase most decision have to do with 
boundaries between transparency and privacy. Not only related to organisations, 
but also the society itself. The written answer in the back of the book gives an 
conclusion of how architecture can change in the future. This question will also be 
answered by designing a new modern office building for Unilever.

RESEARCH QUESTION

Figure 1.2
Traditional organisations vs 
progressive organisations
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Our society has endured radical shifts in everything from  social 
communication to demographics(shifts in society, 2011). Today’s 
society has become more transparent than ever before. This 
change in our society has reflected towards the internal struc-
ture of organizations. Organizations  are not only becoming more 
transparent  in their internal structure, but also in their appear-
ance towards the society. The architecture of office buildings is 
therefore also changing.

Business transparency nowadays is not new to organizations, but  
with  tools like social media, organizations should take another 
look at how transparent and open they want to be to their audi-
ence. Today social media has one of the biggest number of users 
around the world. New social media tools are growing in a fast 
pace, with almost 2 billion users around the world.  But this  “new  
social media  is fundamentally altering  the  communication pat-
terns  in  organizations,  thus  giving transparency a new energy. 
Specifically, it is easier, exponentially, to expose and share infor-
mation through the interconnected networks inside and beyond 
an organization boundary” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, p129).

The aspect of being transparent in this world is becoming big-
ger and bigger. Transparency is a major aspect within the internal 
structure of an organization. Social media tools are affecting this 
transparency in a way we cannot always control. Still we have no 
knowledge about  the importance of transparency within a orga-
nization and thereby the relationship between the transparency 
of organizations and the architecture of office buildings. In this 
paper the influence of the variable social media on transparency 
in organizations will be researched. The interesting aspect of this 
research is the connection of organizations and their architecture 
to social media tools.

SOCIAL TRANSPARENCY IN ORGNISATIONS

The main research question in this essay will be:

“(How) does social media influence the transparency of an 
organization and the architecture of office buildings today?”

This paper is set out to answer this question by analyzing books, 
essays and articles and by describing  two built examples. These 
examples are the VPRO villa in Hilversum by MVRDV and the Cen-
traal Beheer Apeldoorn by Herman Hertzberger.

The change in society

Throughout the years there has been a change in society which 
will  continue. Some changes are because of political reasons, 
some because of a war. For this paper the most important change 
in society starts in the 1960 and 1970’s. This time period is the 
start of a more transparent society, where technical improve-
ments and communications methods  played an important role. 
The attitude of people inside the society changed.

In a special English program called: “The making of a nation”, by 
Rich Kleinfeld and Ray Freeman about the history of the United 
States, an economics professor asked one of his students a ques-
tion: “what is the most important to Americans these days?” The 
student responded: “earning money”. Although his answer is very 
short and way too simple, it  is a fair answer. Society has changed 
during  the last decennia and this answer simplifies what has 
changed in society.

The 1960s and 1970s were years of big protest and reform. There 

were demonstrations about the Vietnam War, Civil rights and the 
equal treatment of women. In this time period the hero of society 
was the person who  helped  and stood up for others. People in 
this period  worked  together  for  common  interest, and though 
continuing their education to a higher level would create equal 
classes of people. While in the 1970s young people decided to 
continue their education, they became tired of working for com-
mon interest  and wanted  to spend their own money for their 
own  benefit.  People started  realizing  it was acceptable  to  earn 
a lot  of money. The way people  represented themselves towards 
society and their strictness towards each other changed. In fact 
the attitude of people has drastically changed. There were no 
boundaries in life. So society’s hero changed in the 1980s from 
a person who helped others, to a person who helped  himself. In 
this period success seemed to be measured by the amount  of 
money you earned (1970s and 80’s were a period of change in 
American society, 2007).

So, today earning money is one of the most important things in 
life, which means the answer of the student was true in a way. In 
this time period  the first technological improvement began to 
have an effect  on the society. The  computer is an example that 
played an important role in the many lives all over the world. Be-
cause of these technological improvement and a brighter econ-
omy, many people felt that there were no limits to their welfare. 
This time period plays an important role for the change of society 
as it is today.

In the book: Transparency in global change: The vanguard of the 
open society, an attempt is made to combine the two themes: 
transparency  and the  open  society. You first have to understand  
the simple dictionary definition of transparency, before mov-

ing on to a more detailed contextual alignment as in relation to 
the society or an organization. In the article: Social media: does 
it generate  continuum of transparency  in organizations?. By A. 
Creed and  A. Zutshi  a definition of transparency is giving  accord-
ing  to the Oxford English dictionary, quoted in Westphal. They 
define transparency as: “having  the property of transmitting light 
so as to render bodies lying beyond it completely visible, so that 
it can be seen through”(Oxford Engish dictionary, 2015). In this 
definition transparency is explained  as some thing  or an object  
where you can see through. Transparency in relation  to the soci-
ety and in an organization is more broadly  defined. The definition 
of transparency in relation  to the society is given by B.Holzner 
and L.Holzner in the book: Transparency in global change: The 
vanguard of the open society. They define it as:  “The social value 
of open, public, and/or  individual access to information held and 
disclosed by centers of authority.”(Holzner & Holzner, 2006, P330). 
This definition refers to transparency  as the value of openness  in 
the flow  of information, which will create the open society. For 
transparency to work within the society and flow of information 
there has to be, besides a certain boundary, knowledge to receive 
and use the information as intended to. The transparency and 
openness in society is something  two sided, which has a good  
and a bad side. For many sociologists the “transparency  phenom-
enon” has reached a critical  stage (Holzner & Holzner, 2006). “It is 
a powerful tide of culture changes for accountability and open in-
formation, new information rights and duties, formalization, and 
altered power relations. These changes  entail  moral, political,  
and  legal  innovations and  alter  the  structure  and  functioning 
of  institutions and communities” (Holzner & Holzner, 2006, P7). 
Many  sociologists  see transparency  nowadays  as something  
that  we cannot control ourselves anymore. This transparency 
and openness in society is already for years reflecting to the or-
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ganizations we work in today. So can organizations  control  the 
transparency in their organization?  And what are the boundaries 
of social control?

Transparency in organizations

The book: “Organizations evolving” from H.E Aldrich and M.Ruef, 
describes the evolution of organizations during  the last decen-
nia.  From  the  perspective  in  this  book,  there  is also  a psycho-
logical and  sociological  aspect  to  the  evolving  of organizations  
and the  growing of transparency  in organizations. To understand 
how  organizations  work  we first  need to understand the mean-
ing of an organization. Aldrich and Ruef describe organizations as 
follows: “Organizations  are goal-directed, boundary-maintaining, 
and socially constructed systems of human  activity. This defini-
tion focuses attention on the social processes involved  in the 
genesis and persistence of organizations” (Aldrich & Reuf, 2006, 
P4).

In this definition three key aspects of an organization are men-
tioned: goal-directed, boundary maintaining and activity sys-
tems. These three key aspects are all connected  with the trans-
parency aspect in an organization.  In this paper the focus lies 
on the ‘boundary maintaining’ aspect in relation  to social activity  
in an organization. Before continuing and digging deeper into 
the ‘boundary maintaining aspect’, an explanation  of transpar-
ency in an organization according to  A.Creed and A. Zutshi will 
be described:  “At heart a communication policy that,from our 
perspective, rests upon a balanced interplay between  openness 
versus trust in relationships. In  professional  settings  at work, 
there  needs to  be awareness of the ideas that  activities  be-

tween  workers involved,but not so much as the breach the no-
tional boundaries  of privacy, professionalism and candor that are 
necessary to foster respect among people” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, 
P130).

This idea of transparency within an organization  relates to the 
transparency in the society. It refers to openness and trust, but 
also to the human activities and the flow of information within 
the society as well. Still there needs to be a difference between 
these transparencies. The transparency of the society relates to 
the human  activities regarding their personal life, while the trans-
parency within  an organization relates to the human activities re-
garding their professional life. For an organization  it is important 
to keep this boundary  of transparency between professional and 
personal life  of their employees as clear as possible.

The balance between openness and trust in an organization is 
needed in order to share all the information. However there is a 
possibility it can compromise privacy. When there is no trust in an 
organization, people  only share the things they want to share, 
not the things that are needed to be shared. This may neglect 
the flow of information, with the result of negative  effects. When 
there  is trust  in the  workplace,  it could be reflecting in posi-
tive things.  As described by A. Creed and A. Zutshi:  “The  under-
standing by one person  that  their collaborator has the capability 
to achieve key outcomes. This understanding depends upon an 
acceptance that the other person completing the task has the 
capability to undertake, and successfully finish, the task at hand” 
(Creed & zutshi, 2012, p130). In an organization there needs to 
be trust between  colleagues. Still many aspects of our work col-
leagues are private and are secret to others. Although the impor-
tance of transparency  is growing, it requires  a boundary  that  

Figure 2.1  Interior floor villa VPRO
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protects  employees  against  the mere curiosity  of colleagues. 
It is known that transparency has as well positive as negative el-
ements. Although transparency in the workplace  is better than 
the opposite, better results can be achieved, still “it is notewor-
thy that transparency, when applied as a management approach, 
and without a careful consideration, can at times compromise the 
safety and security of people and organizations” (Creed & zutshi, 
2012, P130).

The aspect of transparency, defined  by A. Creed and A. Zutshi, 
versus the aspect of privacy is the most important relation  for 
this research. The boundary  between  these two  aspects is worth 
researching, because this isn’t a clear boundary. The privacy as-
pect should  be treated  as important as the transparency aspect. 
Which means that the boundary  between  these aspects should  
be in the middle. “Nonetheless, emphasis on the notion of free-
dom  of information highlights that the  benefits  of transparen-
cy often outweigh the remnant concerns that people may have 
about the loss of privacy” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, P132). The prob-
lem nowadays is that the boundary between  transparency and 
privacy is not in the middle as it may seem to be. It is difficult to 
have a clear boundary  between  these two aspects. Within this 
topic are multiple groups of people  involved  which all have a 
different  view on where this boundary between  transparency  
and privacy  should  be. The people  involved are in this case the 
employer, the employee and the stakeholders/people from out-
side the organization. In this research the transparency between  
the employer and the employee is the most interesting, looking 
at the internal structure of an organization. The second interest-
ing part is how transparent the employer  and employee seem to 
be towards stakeholders or other clients.

The relation of transparency in organizations towards the 
architecture of office buildings

Because of the change in society in the previous decennia, orga-
nizations changed and became more transparent. Because of this 
the architecture of office buildings changed. An organization rep-
resents itself with  its office buildings. It needs an office building 
that supports the internal organization structure. Because of the 
change from closed organizations to more transparent organiza-
tions, office buildings also became more transparent. Not only 
the external facade but also the internal structure. This change of 
transparency of the facade  and internally  relates to the last part 
of the previous  chapter. The change of transparency of the fa-
cade relates to the boundary between the organization  and the 
stakeholders or clients. While the transparency of office designs 
internally relates to the boundary  between  the employer  and 
the  employee.  However, does this change in architecture then  
improve  the boundary between  transparency and privacy in an 
organization?

In the past hundred years of history of offices there are only three 
prominent office design concepts put to use. The first office de-
sign was the conventional offices that refers to the closed cell 
structure  of offices. The second and third  office designs are very 
similar and reflect to the open plan office design, namely the of-
fice-garden design and the team office design. This change from 
a conventional office design to an open plan office design hap-
pened around the late sixties.

As Herman Hertzberger describes is his book: “Space and the ar-
chitect: lessons for students in architecture 2“: 

“In the late sixties, a wave of liberation swept through the 
Netherlands clearing  the by  convention entrenched societal 
relationships  (or affiliations). It became  inevitable  that  this  
new  sense of freedom would soon spread to other conventional 
areas such as office buildings. The traditional long hallways with 
countless rooms on both sides were outdated and not suitable 
anymore for the upcoming, more open and collaborative 
organizational culture. A new organizational dynamics in the 
workplace was born. Long hallways and small rooms had to 
give away, changing the workplace  into ‘a workplace for a 
thousand people.” (Hertzberger, 2013, translated from Dutch).

Offices have changed from the closed cell-offices into open-plan 
designs, to relate to the open and transparent organizational 
structures  that were  introduced in the 1960s. The open-plan 
office  design  was created  to  ensure an improvement in  the 
communication policy and the social interaction. “It is generally 
characterized by the absence of interior walls and rooms, which, 
in conventional “multi-cellular” offices, define private work spac-
es”. (Oldham & Brass, 1979, P1)

Still when this new office design was introduced there was no real 
knowledge of the positive effect they envisioned. “At present, de-
sign decisions affecting the social environment of office buildings 
are made almost entirely  on the base of expectation  or personal 
prejudice, rather than  knowledge” (Oldham & Brass, 1979, P1). 
What is explained  in this is that some architects  design architec-
ture, to create social interaction, while there is no proven knowl-
edge that this architecture could work. The main point is that it 
is impossible  for an architect to really know  what effect their 
design has on social interaction or communication. A study done 

Figure 2.2  Exterior Villa VPRO

Figure 2.3  Interior Centraal beheer building
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by G.R. Oldham and D.J. Brass shows the effect of this open-plan 
design on the employees of the organization. It proves that archi-
tecture and physical layout can substantially influence variables 
such as patterns of communication and social interaction. The re-
sults of the study show the communication between  employees  
and employer  improved in work related settings. The open-plan 
design the social interaction between employees  also improved.

In the following two  projects, the open-plan design will be il-
lustrated  and explained. The project  of Villa VPRO designed by 
MVRDV is a combination of the office garden design and the 
team office design. The project  of Centraal Beheer building of 
Herman Hertzberger is a team office design. In these projects the 
positive and negative aspects of the open plan office design are 
going to be discussed and explained.

MVRDV is the architect who designed the VPRO villa in Hilversum, 
the Netherlands. It is an office building that is designed according 
the open-plan design, a combination of the garden office design 
and the team office design. This particular design also refers to 
the office landscape designed in the late fifties. The design of 
the VPRO villa consists in comparison to the conventional office 
design only out of the column grid. In the book of Hertzberg-
er, they refer the office design of the VRPO to the office designs 
of the Larkin building and the Johnson Wax designed by Frank 
Lloyd Wright. The elevations are all big open spaces, where the 
furniture creates different subspaces. The VPRO building brought 
special attention to cosiness, social contact, noise and commu-
nication. In this building the modernistic feeling is what they 
wanted to create when working  inside. It shows that not only 
everything needs to be done, but it also can be done. The inner 
space in relation to the outside facade is much more interesting 

and less organizational in a certain way. The building from the in-
side works with a different layering of floors in combination with 
open floor spaces and bridges. It is a combination of the team 
office design and the garden office design. In its design it uses 
the multiple floors and open floor spaces to create a certain dis-
tinction between groups of employees, still the arrangement of 
furniture gives it some aspects of the office  garden design. This 
combination of open plan designs doesn’t  seem to work accord-
ing  the employees  of the VRPO. They had many complains  about  
the noise inside the building and that  is was very difficult to work 
with all the noise(Villa onrust, 1999). This raises a lot of questions 
for architects, or a building design should adjust itself to the us-
ers? Or should the users adjust themselves to fit the building?  In 
this paper we already saw how the society changed and how  this 
changed the architecture. So architecture changes when the so-
ciety changes, which means that it adjusts itself to the society or 
better said the users. The design of villa VPRO has not fully adjust-
ed itself to the users. Still this project  has many positive aspects, 
but is a good example of how the open plan design can have a 
negative effect on the users of a building.

The architect  Herman Hertzberger  designed  the  Centraal Be-
heer building in Apeldoorn, Netherlands. This office  building re-
sembles the transparent and open-plan  office design that made 
his introduction in the 1970s. The Centraal Beheer building be-
came from the inside a big space, where every employee had his 
own place. Only this place was not concealed by interior walls, 
but with visual or physical boundaries. Instead of using rooms, 
there were only open work places. Although the shape of the 
building is arranged in smaller buildings, it doesn’t form one un-
ambiguous volume from the outside, but the open structure on 
the inside, resembles an three-dimensional grid where inside and 

Figure 2.4  Interior Centraal beheer building
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“It  is a timely  reminder, as information-sharing tools  continue  to  
fill  our  organizational  and private  lives, that  both  the advan-
tages and the pitfalls of transparency policies and practices must 
be considered.” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, P133)

As discussed in the first chapter  of the paper, that the boundary  
between transparency and privacy seems not to be in the mid-
dle. Which means that the focus is towards creating transparency 
within  an organization. With new social media tools still develop-
ing, this boundary  between transparency  and privacy  becomes 
more  fluid. To create a better  distinction between transparency 
and privacy in an organization the good and the bad aspect of 
transparency need a cleared distinction. There is no denying in 
the fact that transparency is here to stay, which means organiza-
tion need to implement this transparency in their organization. 
On the other hand this requires organizations  to reinforce their 
transparency policies (Creed & zutshi, 2012).

“The benefits are strong enough to encourage proponents to 
continue the spread of the technology. However, there is enough 
history available at present to demonstrate the need for caution, 
as the boundaries between positive and negative transparency 
become more fluid.” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, P139)
When social media  has a positive  effect  on transparency, then  
there is positive  transparency  in the organization. Positive trans-
parency is when disclosed information and the flow of informa-
tion create a better functioning of the organization and that has 
a positive  effect to all involving stakeholders. It is all about  shar-
ing knowledge, it operates on the principle of mutual knowledge 
(Creed & zutshi, 2012). It is essential that there is a control  over 
the shared knowledge, and that is doesn’t become abusive to 
others (Creed & zutshi, 2012). There needs to be a balance to the 

patterns  of power  regarding the shared information. Controlling 
the information means that the shared information doesn’t  harm 
someone’s privacy, but also doesn’t reach people  that aren’t in-
volved  in the current theme.

When shared information isn’t controlled and it spreads and 
harms individuals than we speak of negative transparency. In 
this situation people can be ashamed of themselves and become 
humiliated. With negative transparency there is a certain degree 
of abuse of power within the organization. In this case there is 
no balance between the shared information, or in other sense no 
balance between transparency and privacy regarding the flow of 
information.

(How) does social media influence the transparency of an 
organization and the architecture of office buildings today?

There is no denying that the society is continuously changing. In 
the special English program: “The making of a nation” this change 
of society is explained very short and simple. In the 1960s this 
change of society started where the hero was the person who 
helped himself. There were no boundaries in life in this period. 
This change in society changed the attitude of people. Because 
of technical innovations people became more transparent to-
wards each other. 

This change of society led to a change in organizations. This trans-
parency and openness in society is already for years reflecting to 
the organizations we work in today. Transparency in the society 
and in organizations has evolved to another level, which is hard 
to control. For transparency to work in an organizational setting 

three-dimensional grid, creates certain boundaries where people 
feel more private. Still Hertzberger  concludes that the social and 
transparency outweigh the privacy in this office building. The 
boundaries are limited  and still hard to see in this open-plan de-
sign of Centraal Beheer.

The effect of social media on organizations

Nowadays transparency in organizations is not new, but  with 
new tools such as social media, organizations should take another 
look at how transparent and open they actually want to be. Early 
on the importance of transparency within an organization  was 
viewed. This transparency can have both positive and negative 
effects on the organization. Looking at the use of social media to-
day, organizations  are trying  to adapt to these new social media 
tools. Think about  the use of email, Facebook, Twitter  and many 
blogs for mass media exposure. Social media in organizations can 
be a tool to enlarge the transparency in an organization. This can 
lead to much  more positive  transparency, but  it can also lead 
to negative  transparency  that  organization  tend  to neglect. 
“When embarrassing gossip is spread using the powerful magni-
fying effects of social media, the most insidious kind of bullying 
can emerge.” (Creed & zutshi, 2012, P136) The powerful boost  so-
cial media  can have on gossip or something other  negative  can 
have great consequences for people working  in the workspace.
Nevertheless, it would be inappropriate to overlook the signifi-
cant use of social media, in the digital age we are living in now. 
New social media tools are in a way altering the communication 
patterns in organization. We could say that new social media tool 
are giving transparency within organization  a new energy (Creed 
& zutshi, 2012).

outside are fully  put in perspective. “You find yourself actually 
nowhere in “something”. Neither outside something, but you’re 
still in a transition situation.”(Hertzberger, 2013)

In this building the design of spatial equality  in an important way 
stimulates  the anti-hierarchical office use. The focus point  in this 
design was to create a workplace for a thousand people  working  
there for forty hours a week. This office needed to be a workplace  
where the employees felt at home. Providing the feeling that they 
belonged to  the work society, without falling into the mass. There 
are several architectural aspects that relate to the structure of the 
organization of Centraal Beheer. ln many companies, like Centraal 
Beheer, there  are constant  changes within their  organization. So 
an organization needs an office building that can react to these 
changes, while still being able to function properly.
 
There are four aspects within office building that show the im-
portance of an open-plan design in relation  to the organization. 
These are: Flexibility, good contacts, the feeling of being part of 
the work society, and anti-hierarchy. These four aspect can im-
prove  the communication and social interaction in Centreel Be-
heer. However there are also negative aspects to this open  plan 
design in Centraal Beheer. The “massification” affect, which means 
that although there is a big open work society, that  there is not 
one moment that you’re alone. It is a threat to the individuality 
of a human being. The aspect of “massification”  can also have 
an effect on the concentration of the employee. These negative 
aspects relate to the boundaries concerning privacy in organi-
zations. In this case there needs to be an architectural boundary 
between  public  and private, or as mentioned in an organiza-
tion, between professional and personal. The use and specific 
placement of furniture, green vegetation, but also the use of the 
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there needs to be a boundary between transparency and privacy. 

Organizations represent themselves by their office buildings. For 
organizations it is important to have an office building that fits 
their organizational structure. So office buildings needed to be 
adjusted to fit the new transparent organizations. In the 1960s 
this resulted in the “open plan” office designs. As the study of 
Oldham & Brass proves that architecture and physical layout can 
substantially influence variables such as patterns of communica-
tion and social interaction. The results of the study shows that the 
communication between  employees  and employer  improved 
in work related settings, and the open-plan design also improved 
the social interaction between employees. This result shows that 
there is indeed a connection between the organization and the 
architecture of their office buildings. Architecture of offices can 
have a positive influence on the work of employees in an organi-
zation. But it can also have a negative influence on work.

Transparency in the society and in organizations is not new, but if 
we look at upcoming social media tools, it is taking this transpar-
ency to another level. Organizations need to adjust themselves to 
this new way of communicating and expressing. Still social media 
can be a tool that improves the transparency in an organization 
in a positive way, but it can also lead to negative transparency. It 
is important for organizations to control these new social media 
tools in their organizations.  

So, organizations need to adjust themselves to these new social 
media tools. Therefore the question is: “Will the architecture of 
office buildings also change because of these new social media 
tools?”. In this essay the connection between organizations and 
their office buildings is explained. And has proved that the archi-

tecture of office buildings has evolved because of the change in 
organizations. This change that organizations are experiencing 
because of new social media tools, does reflect to the architec-
ture of office buildings. Today’s office buildings are designed 
according to the open  plan design. This  architecture  improves  
many aspects of transparency within an organization. We could 
say that for better or worse the change of conventional offices to 
open-plan offices has been good  for organizations. Still there are 
some negative aspects to the open-plan design, because it does 
not give the employee privacy. With the social media tools that 
can give transparency  within  organization a new boost and thus 
creating more transparency, office buildings need to adjust their 
open-plan design. The open-plan design should be kept, but as 
social media has involved during  the decennia, the architecture 
of the open-plan should evolve as well. There is no denying that 
the architecture of office buildings should evolve regarding the 
effect that social media has on organizations. 
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“How will the architecture of offices evolve regarding the influence 
that new social media tools have on the boundary/transition 
between transparency and privacy in organisations?”. This 
research question, questions todays boundaries in organisations. 
Because of social media tools the world that we live in today has 
changed. The boundaries that exist in the traditional organisations 
refer to a world that no longer exists. Traditional organisations 
used to have certain boundaries and an organisational map 
that explained the hierarchy within an organisation. Traditional 
organisational models consisted of clear boundaries with walls 
that separated the workers from the managers. These boundaries 
are more physical then physiological.

“The problem is that traditional organisational map describes 
a world that no longer exists. New technologies, fast-changing 
markets, and global competition are revolutionizing business 
relationships. As companies blur their traditional boundaries 
to respond to this more fluid business environment, the roles 
that people play at work and the tasks they perform become 
correspondingly blurred and ambiguous.” (Hirschhorn, L. & 
Gilmore, T.  1992)

Organisations aim is to design more flexible organisations to 
compete with the challenges of today’s economy that is founded 
on innovation and change. Today’s organisations are willing to 
erase all boundaries to achieve a “boundaryless” organisational 
model. Organisations want to remove the walls and barriers 
that prevent managers and worker from communicating with 
each other. The vertical hierarchy in these organisations will be 
replaced with a new horizontal network that links traditional 
functions in order to create a multifunctional team. Organisations 
are in a way trying to create a new communication strategy, 

PHYSIOLOGICAL BOUNDARIES IN ORGANISATIONS

wherein employees need to understand which role they need to 
fulfil without having a distinctive function or task. 

For organisations it is their right to bring down boundaries 
that make their companies rigid and unresponsive. But most 
organisations forget that removing old traditional boundaries, 
requires a new set of boundaries to keep the organisational 
model working. This new set of boundaries aren’t as “hardwired” 
and clear as the traditional boundaries. These new boundaries 
are not physical anymore, they are physiological and far 
more complicated to integrate in their organisational model. 
Organisations need to understand that they always require 
certain boundaries. Boundaries are needed for orientation 
and coordination of individual behaviour and harness it to the 
purpose that the organisation strives to achieve. 

“nothing could be further from the truth. As traditional boundaries 
disappear, establishing such differences becomes simultaneously 
more important and more difficult.” (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  
1992)

Still there is no denying that traditional boundaries are having 
a negative effect on communication within an organisation. 
Organisations are doing justice by removing their traditional 
boundaries. By removing old traditional boundaries, creating new 
boundaries becomes more difficult, but will be as important as 
they have always been for organisations. Therefore organisations 
need to focus on the so called ‘boundary management’.  
(Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)
The new boundaries of today will be more physiological than 
physical. The managers in organisations need to focus on 

GUIDING THE WAY WE COMMUNICATE

Figure 3.1  Traditional hierarchy in organisations vs the “boundary less organisation model
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boundary management in their organisations. These managers 
need to recognize the boundaries that matter and need to teach 
them to others. 

“In the end good boundary management can encourage 
employees to enact the right kind of boundaries at the right time.” 
(Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)

These new set of boundaries are important to keep the 
balance between transparency and privacy. Without all the 
physical boundaries disappearing, such as walls, buildings and 
organisations become more and more open and transparent. 
Openness and transparency leads to more communication in 
Organisations, which can have a positive and negative effect. 
When there is no control of communication, people can get 
embarrassed by what others say, or managers can feel offended 
by perceiving a question of a worker in the wrong way. In this 
case the managers can get the feeling that the worker doesn’t 
respect his authority. By recognising the new set of boundaries 
and by teaching them to employees, the boundary between 
transparency and privacy can be balanced. 

The four physiological boundaries that matter in an organisation 
are demonstrated . These four boundaries are called the “authority” 
boundary, the “task” boundary, the “political” boundary, and the 
“identity” boundary. Each of these four boundaries include a 
question. (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)

The authority boundary

Who is in charge of what? Is the question that belongs to the 

authority boundary. The authority boundary is enclosed to 
make clear and understandable who leads and who follows. In 
a way it is a remapping of the organizational map of hierarchy 
in a physiological way. The authority boundary is a play between 
superiors and subordinates. Superiors need to have a certain 
leadership towards the subordinates but still need to remain 
open for criticism. 

Only when the superior and the subordinates work well together, 
a trusted relationship can exist. Both feel more supported and 
challenged by one another. (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)

The task boundary

Who does what? Is the question that belongs to the task 
boundary. Organisational models are becoming more and 
more complex. They are creating more and more specialized 
work for their employees. In traditional organisations, 
managing were less complicated, there were several divisions 
like manufacturing and marketing. Managers only needed to 
oversee their division, wherein all employees had the same task. 
Nowadays, organisations are divided in teams, where there is one 
employee from every division which creates a multifunctional 
and innovative team. In this team each employee has to fulfil his 
own task, by using his skills, in order to achieve a common  goal. 
To be effective as a team, team members cannot simply ignore 
others and only do their own work without communicating. It is 
like a building project team, in order to make the building work 
usable the architect, contractor, subcontractor, constructer and 
everyone else involved need to work together, while each of them 
has their own skills and task. When these task relationships grow 
stronger, the end result will improve. They will feel proud of their 

accomplishment and feel more comfortable when depending on 
others.

The political boundary 

What’s in it for us?  That is the question that belongs to the 
political boundary. The political boundary is very important in 
“boundaryless” organisations. Politics in general is the interaction 
of different groups or people with different interests. Think of the 
project team, where every team member has a different interest. 
Political boundary becomes critical in a stage where the people 
with different interest are unable to define their interest for 
mutually beneficial solutions. In this case managers meet at the 
political boundary. At this boundary people face the challenge 
to defend their interests with undermining the coherence of the 
organisation. They must try to challenge each other to discover a 
“win – win” situation. (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)

The identity boundary

Who is and isn’t ‘us’? This question belongs to the identity 
boundary. The identity boundary is about creating relationships 
and creating group identities. In organisations without 
boundaries, there are no standard groups who label people. In 
the “boundaryless” organisation people choose their own identity 
groups. Sometimes these groups consist of a professional culture, 
like architects, engineers or contractors who fall under the 
‘’creating groups’’. But sometimes these identity groups can be 
established by a more personal identity. As example the gender 
and nationality. The difference between the political boundary 
and the identity boundary is that the identity boundary is all 
about values, not interests. People who are part of a certain 

Figure 3.2  The four physiological boundaries
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identity group trust the insiders of the group but don’t rely on 
the foreigners of the group. This identity boundary is important 
because it obtains relationships between people in groups. 
These relationships tend to be very motivational. The group’s 
commitment towards each other increases which can lead to a 
more effective performance at group level. These relationships 
can also have a negative effect on the organisation as a whole. 
When a particular groups team spirit becomes too high, they tend 
to become to competitive towards other teams, which results in 
disrespecting other employees. (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992)
The most important thing is to maintain the right balance. A 
balance where the team spirit is good enough, and where other 
teams are respected. 

When talking about balance, it is essential that these four 
physiological boundaries cannot exist in isolation from one 
another. (Hirschhorn, L. & Gilmore, T.  1992) The essence is that 
whether organisations change to a “boundaryless” organisation 
or not, the society we live in is still changing. The upcoming social 
media tools and the effect it has on organisations, shows that 
communication still is one of the issues. in fact it is that today 
there is an excess of information, which makes a lot of information 
unclear. still communication is essential in an organisation. 
Even if we keep the hardwired boundaries nowadays, we are 
always connected. In this innovation society that we live in now, 
communication is almost unavoidable. This means that these 
new boundaries, as explained, are there to improve the way we 
communicate, not to create more communication. The way we 
listen, talk and the usage of communication are becoming the 
most important aspect within todays organisations.

“The way we communicate with other and with 
ourselves ultimately determines the quality of 
our lives”

   Anthony Robbins

Figure 3.3
The way of communicating on the workfloor
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The non- architectural boundary

The non-architectural boundaries can be defined as certain 
furniture inside the office design which creates boundaries 
between different spaces. The non-architectural boundary can 
consist of plants, bookcases, storage shelfs, and so on. A non-
architectural boundary visually defines spaces without creating 
rooms. A non-architectural boundary is mostly used to create a 
boundary between different workspaces, for example shared 

workspaces, hot seats or open office spaces. A non-architectural 
boundary can also be used to create a visual boundary between 
the circulation and the workspaces in an open plan office design. 
By using this non-architectural boundary a better and clearer 
circulation space can be created. In this way people do not walk 
right through different workspaces, but are guided through the 
different spaces. 

Organisations are striving to create the “boundaryless” 
organisation. More communication and more social activity is 
what the organisations want. A response to this organisation 
without boundaries was the creation of the landscape office 
design. The key feature of this landscape office design was the 
fully open work floor that was filled in an organic way with office 
furniture. This office design seemed to meet all the requirements 
that an organisation without boundaries needed. However, in 
the end the landscape office design failed because it couldn’t 
compete with the negative aspects it possessed. The problem 
was that without any boundaries, employees served a lack of 
concentration, had noise complaints, climate problems, and 
maybe the biggest part, the lack of privacy

This example of an office design shows how important it is to have 
clear physical boundaries within an office design. In this research, 
three different physical boundaries will be explained. The research 
will describe the pros and cons of each physical boundary. The 
three physical boundaries are: the non-transparent boundary, the 
transparent boundary, and the non-architectural boundary.

The non-transparent boundary

The non-transparent boundary is a closed wall without any glass, 
that divides two different or two of the same functions to create 
a room. By using non-transparent boundaries, organisations 
can create the required amount of privacy. A non-transparent 
boundary is an optimal boundary to create a private room. It is 
less convenient to use this boundary for every office room inside 
the office design. This can be seen with the cell office design, 
where there is almost no communication between employees 
and too much privacy for every employee. 

PHYSICAL BOUNDARIES

The transparent boundary 

The transparent boundary is a closed wall that is fully made of 
glass. This wall is mostly used to divide a room into two separate 
areas with two different functions. By using a transparent 
boundary, rooms can be made which provide a certain way of 
privacy in the sense of communication (talking). But because of 
the transparency there still remains a visual connection between 
the different functions on the floor. A transparent boundary is 
mostly used to create meeting rooms, idea rooms or other type 
of rooms where there is a lot of communication is desired. The 
importance of the transparent boundary is that it maintains the 
visual openness in an office design, and at the same time creates 
space where people can communicate without distracting others. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BOUNDARIES

Figure 3.4  Meeting room with transparent boundaries

Figure 3.5 Furniture as part of a Non-architectural boundary



40 41

To understand which boundaries are necessary to keep, and what 
their effect is towards the workflow, an analysis has been done. 
This analysis includes three different office designs. These office 
designs will be analysed only on the physical boundaries within 
the plan. The three office designs that will be analysed are: the 
cell office structure, the “Bürolandschaft” structure (Kantoortuin), 
and the team office structure. The physical boundaries that will be 
analyses in every plan are: The non-transparent boundary (walls), 
the transparent boundary (glass walls), and the non-architectural 
boundary (furniture). Each one of these boundaries can be used 
to create a room or to define a space. 

The cell office

The cell office stems from the late sixteenth century. In Florence, 
Italy, Giorgio Vasari built the first principle of the cell office 
design. Giorgio Vasari called it the ‘Uffizi’ which literally translates 
to offices. A common thing with cell office designs are the long 

THE ANALYSIS OF OFFICE DESIGNS
THE CHANGE IN OFFICE DESIGNS

hallways with on both sides fully closed office rooms. 

From the first development in the sixteenth century till now the 
office cell design dominates the Dutch office buildings. In the 
figure beneath a plan of the Schiller building, also known as the 
Garrick building shown. This building in Chicago, with an office 
cell structure, is designed by the famous architect Louis Sullivan 
in 1896. Within this plan every room is dimensioned for the use 
of only one person. These office rooms are equipped with royal 
personal facilities. As showed in the analysis beneath is that this 
office design only contains non-transparent boundaries. This 
cell office design has a fully non-transparent character, where 
the hallways purely serve as a distribution space for paperwork. 
Within this plan there is no room for communication between 
employees. There is a clear hierarchy within the organisation 
in this office design. This cellular character is not suited for 
organisations that require mutual communication.

“above this an indefinite number of 
stories of offices piled tier upon tier, 
one tier just like another tier, one office 
just like all the other offices,-an office 
being similar to a cell in a honey-comb, 
merely a compartment, nothing more.”

   Louis Sullivan - 1896

10 m

Non-transparent boundaries

Figure 3.7
Schiller building of Louis Sullivan

Figure 3.6  Plan of an office floor of the Schiller building
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The complete opposite of the cell office design is the 
“Bürolandschaft” or the landscape office design. The landscape 
office design made his introduction around the nineteenth 
century. The landscape office design ignores all the tight 
structural principles and creates a completely open structure 
with unlimited freedom for the placing of furniture. Characteristic 
for the Bürolandschaft are the big open floors, which are used by 
more than hundred employees. This big open space is arranged 
in an organic way and is based on the work relationships. 

In this office plan of the Osram offices in Munich designed by 
Walter Henn, two different boundaries are used to create the 
landscape office design. Situated on the lower part of the plan are 
the big closed offices for the managers which aren’t connected 
to the rest of the office floor. These rooms are divided by non-
transparent boundaries. The different size of the office rooms 
explains the importance and ranking of the particular manager. 
There is a clear relationship between the size of the office and 

the position of the manager.  The most impressive aspect of 
this landscape office plan is the use of the non-architectural 
boundaries, which are screens and plants. With the use of these 
non-architectural boundaries, the big open work floor gets 
divided in clustered work units with different sizes. This is showed 
in figure 3.8. These non-architectural boundaries also create a 
certain degree of privacy. The placement of the furniture seems 
random, but is based on an intensive study of communication 
patterns. Eventually, this Bürolandschaft office design has failed 
to compete against the negative effects it has on employees. 
caused by the lack of privacy, noise disturbance and climate 
problems, has led to a minimal use of this office design nowadays. 

“The office building is a building 
for work, organization, lucidity and 
economy. Light, spacious working 
rooms, clearly arranged, undivided, 
only organized according to the 
pattern of the firm.”

  Mies van der Rohe - 1922

5 m

Non-transparent boundaries

Non architectural boundaries

Different created spaces

Figure 3.8  
Plan office floor of the Osram 
offices in Munich

Figure 3.9 Interior image of the Osram offices (burolandschaft)
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To summarize, it all started with the cell office design in the 
sixteenth century. This office design soon became too closed 
for organisations. Hereafter, in the early nineteenth century the 
landscape office design made his appearance. The landscape 
office design was fully open and therefore a contradiction to the 
closed cell office design. However,  the landscape office design 
also had to capitulate because of its many complaints. The team 
office is one of the first tries to find a syntheses between the 
closed cell office design and the too open landscape design. The 
team office design emphasizes the work relations and the social 
connection between employees. 

One of the best examples of this team office design in the 
Netherlands is the Centraal Beheer building designed by 
Herman Hertzberger. This building is built in the nineteen 
seventies. This plan consists of a unique spatial structure which 
has a thoughtful row of connections between cubicle units. This 
execution of the team office designed works so well, because of 
the intensive studies and preparations done by the organisation, 

together with the architect and the developer. The concept of 
the team office as designed by Herman Hertzberger is in fact a 
redesigned, and more thoughtful landscape office design. Where 
the Bürolandschaft principle starts with the design of a building 
and hereafter it places different functions inside the open work 
floor, Herman Hertzberger does the opposite. With this design 
Herman Hertzberger takes the organisation as starting point, 
he starts to build spaces with different functions and connects 
them in relation to the organisational structure. He then builds a 
building around these spaces which ultimately leads to this very 
interesting building.

In the analysis shown in figure 3.11 Hertzberger uses transparent 
architectural boundaries to define the cluster of units and 
connects them. By using transparent boundaries, there is still a 
visual connection between the different units. This transparent 
boundary is also part of the outer shell of the building. Within 
these units he uses furniture as non-architectural element to 
create a certain degree of privacy. 

“Making space, leaving space”

  Herman Hertzberger - 1932

10 m

Transparent boundaries

Non-architectural boundaries

Figure 3.10 Exterior image of the Centraal Beheer building

Figure 3.11 Floor plan of the Centraal beheer building
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As described in the analysis of the Centraal Beheer building 
of Hertzberger, Hertzberger started from scratch, by creating 
units that have different functions in them. Then he started by 
combining these units according to the organisational structure. 
This ultimately led to the buildings form. In this way the it has 
a similarity with the principle of “form follows function”. In this 
chapter research has been done about making the perfect 
workspaces. In this research the proportions of the workspaces 
and the exterior boundary are the key features in the design 
process of the perfect workspaces. Four different kind of 
perfect workspaces are designed as a result of the research 
about proportions, exterior boundaries and light. The exterior 
boundaries are the same boundaries as described one of the 
previous chapters about physical boundaries. The four different 
workspaces used in this research are: The study booth, the 
personal/shared office, the meeting room and the open plan 
workspace.

“The spaces we occupy shape who we are and 
how we behave. This has serious consequences 
for our psychological well-being and creative 
performance. Given that many of us spend 
years working in the same room, or even at 
the same desk, it makes sense to organize and 
optimize that space in the most beneficial ways 
possible.”  (Christian Jarret  ,2013)

This research is based on psychology and neuroscience findings.

THE PERFECT WORKSPACES

Light

Choosing the right lightning scheme is one of the most straight 
forward ways to enhance the performance of the employees. 
Different light levels have different effects on the psychology of 
an employee. The easiest way to make use of the positive effect of 
lights is to implement a light installation that allows employees to 
change the hue and brightness of the light inside the room to suit 
the kind of work needed to do. 

A study done by Anna Steidle and Lioba Werth shows the effects 
of dimmed and bright light. A room with dimmed light fostered 
superior creativity in terms of idea generation. A dimmed and 
darker environment gave the people a feeling of being free from 
constraints, which enhanced the creativity. On the other hand, 
the darkness related increase in creativity appears when using an 
informal and brighter indirect light.  (Steidle, A. & Werth, L.  ,2013)

This means that meeting or idea generation rooms can benefit 
from using dimmed light. On the other hand, a private room, 
such as a study booth with bright indirect light can enhance 
the performance of an employee when performing more 
concentration required work. Still in any occasion the use of 
daylight should always be considered when possible.

Proportions

The proportions of workspaces can be different for each 
workspace. A study done by Joan Meyers-Levy and Rui Zhu shows 
that the ceiling height has a psychological effect on people. The 
article demonstrates that variations in ceiling height, can have 
different effects on the way information is processed. The main 

conclusion of the study states that higher ceilings are associated 
with the feeling of freedom. On the other hand, a low ceiling 
can give the feeling of confinement. The height of the ceiling 
in combination with a depth and the length of the workspaces 
define the proportions. The length and depth of a workspace 
mainly depend on the function/purpose where the room is 
needed for. For example, a study booth for one person is much 
smaller and shorter, than a meeting room that offers space for ten 
people.  (Meyers-Levy, J & Rui, Z. 2007)

Exterior boundaries

Different workspaces also require different kind of work. It can 
differ from workspaces where people are fully closed from the 
rest of the floor till spaces who are defined by non-architectural 
boundaries, such as office furniture or plants. Some workspaces 
require a lot of private, where other don’t require privacy at all. It 
is important to determine the level of privacy for each workspace 
in order to decide which exterior physical boundary is needed for 
that particular workspacece.
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The study booth is a work space for one person that is fully 
enclosed, and is suitable for short-term activities that demand 
full concentration. When looking at the aspects of light, a study 
booth requires bright light. Daylight is not essential, but enhances 
the productivity of employees in different tasks. In opposition of 
the normal floor height, a study booth has a lower height which 
improves the concentration when doing focussed work. Still, in 
proportions a study booths length and depth are smaller than 
its height. The exterior boundaries of a study booth are non-
transparent. The study booth is on every side fully enclosed for 

maximum privacy. In order to let daylight enter, small windows 
above eye-height can be realised, or the rooftop can consist of 
glass.

THE PERFECT WORKSPACES
THE STUDYBOOTH

The study booth is a work space for one person that is fully 
enclosed, and is suitable for short-term activities that demand 
full concentration. When looking at the aspects of light, a study 
booth requires bright light. Daylight is not essential, but enhances 
the productivity of employees in different tasks. In opposition of 
the normal floor height, a study booth has a lower height which 
improves the concentration when doing focussed work. Still, in 
proportions a study booths length and depth are smaller than 
its height. The exterior boundaries of a study booth are non-
transparent. The study booth is on every side fully enclosed for 

maximum privacy. In order to let daylight enter, small windows 
above eye-height can be realised, or the rooftop can consist of 
glass.

THE PERFECT WORKSPACES
THE PERSONAL/SHARED OFFICE

Figure 3.12 Study booth model section Figure 3.13 Perspective study booth model Figure 3.14 Personal office section Figure 3.15 Perspective personal office
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The meeting room is an enclosed space for ten till fifteen people 
and is mainly suitable for formal interaction. A meeting room is 
all about creativity and discussion that leads to new innovative 
ideas. Dimmed light is perfect for a meeting room because it 
enhances the creativity of people within this room. A higher 
ceiling for a meeting room would also enhance the creativity and 
create a feeling of freedom for the people using the room. The 
perfect meeting room should have a higher ceiling height than 
the normal floor height in order to achieve a sense of freedom. 
To follow the sense of freedom within a meeting room, the use of 

transparent exterior boundaries is the most optimal solution. In 
this case the meeting room is fully enclosed, but still transparent. 
Although, the placement of a meeting room within the work 
floor should decide how transparent the meeting room can be. 
This because transparent walls can cause visual distraction when 
located near a busy circulation route. 

THE PERFECT WORKSPACES
THE MEETING ROOM

The open plan office is an open workspace where employees have 
their own desk. This open plan office design is suitable for work 
activities which demand frequent communication or routine 
activities. The open workspace is normally the biggest part of 
the work floor. A open workspace always needs to be close to 
windows to receive a certain degree of daylight. The combination 
of daylight and bright indirect light has a positive psychological 
effect on the concentration of the employees. The height of the 
open workspace is in this case not relevant. Therefore it can be 
designed as the normal floor height. The exterior boundaries 

of the open workspace can be determined by a transparent 
architectural boundary, or by non-architectural elements, like 
plants or office furniture. To enhance the social activity and 
communication it is preferred to use a non-architectural boundary 
to define the open workspace. Especially when there are different 
workspaces available within the work floor, employees regularly 
need to move from their desk to a meeting room, study booth or 
other workspace. In an open work space with non-architectural 
boundaries it is easier to move from your desk towards another 
work space.

THE PERFECT WORKSPACES
THE OPEN PLAN WORKSPACE

Figure 3.16 Meeting room section Figure 3.17 Perspective meeting room model Figure 3.18 Open plan workspace model Figure 3.19 Perspective open plan workspace model
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Introducing the new office cell
The office cell concept

Connecting the office cells
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The research question of this thesis is: “how will the architecture 
of office buildings evolve regarding the influence that new social 
media tools have on the boundary between transparency and 
privacy in organisations?”. It is about the architecture of office 
buildings. In this chapter a new office design is created, which 
is a partial aspect of the research question. The current office 
designs are step by step changing to keep up with the changes 
of the society, and the changes in organisations. The constantly 
changing society makes it hard to create a new office design. The 
society changes so rapidly that many office design are not able 
to satisfy the needs, modern organisations require. The intention 
of this new office design is not only to create a design based on 
the research of today’s society, but it also tries to predict the way 
organisations will and need to change. This preliminary research 
and theoretical research has led to a new office design concept.

The new office design is based on the preliminary and the 
theoretical research, which includes physiological and physical 
boundaries, an analysis of these boundaries in different office 
designs, and a study which shows how the perfect workspaces 
should be designed. Figure 4.1 on the next page shows what 
the organisation and the employee desire in combination with 
social media tools. On the right side of the figure is shown which 
architectural spaces are needed to achieve a balance of what 
the organisations and the employee desire. The physiological 
boundaries research showed that today’s organisational structure 
has changed from a certain clear hierarchy and departments, to 
multifunctional teams, which require the aspect of group work 
and communication. Another example is the analysis of the 
landscape office design, where employees complain about not 
having any privacy. Therefore one of the aspects that is important 
for employees today is the aspects of privacy, which is also shown 

INTRODUCING THE NEW OFFICE CELL

in the figure. Finally, all these aspects of what an organisation 
with its  employees wants, are developed due to the theoretical 
research that has been done. 

As shown in the figure, the three different kind of spaces are 
important for today’s architecture of office buildings in relation 
to social media. Two of these spaces are important for the new 
office design, namely the open workspace and the private/ group 
spaces. The circulation with combined meeting spaces called “the 
streets” will be explained in the following chapters. The aspect of 
“the streets” is not a part of the new office design. 
 

WHAT DO WE NEED?

Figure 4.1 Scheme of the wants and needs of the offic cell
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The main aspects of a new office design are the open workspaces 
in combination with private and group rooms. The new office 
design is designed with a perception on the use of new social 
media tools which are currently expanding in a rapid pace. Today 
all these social media tools are about connecting people and 
sharing information. This is why the new office design is based on 
the connection of spaces and, the improvement of information 
sharing. The new office design should be seen as a network 
on spaces, which guides modern organisations in their way of 
working. 

“These principles of connection or collaboration 
seem to have been lost along the way 
as the office building morphed into the 
modern machine that is the container for the 
organisation.” (Phillip Ross, 2012)

Research was conducted to analyse the different kinds of 
networks, such as structures of wood, cell structures of animals 
or humans, and other different materials and objects. The cell 
structure of a human was by far the most interesting. The cell 
structure of a cell organelles has a core with different smaller 
parts that are all connected with plasma, which not only connects 
these cell parts but also prevents them from touching each other.    
 
This aspect of creating boundaries and connections became the 
starting point for the new office design. As seen in the previous 
chapter about the perfect workspaces, research has been done 
and workspaces have been designed with enhanced productivity. 
All these workspaces are being used in the new office design. The 
concept of the new office design includes four different kind of 
spaces. These are the following spaces: circulation space, open 

THE NEW OFFICE CELL CONCEPT

workspace, group spaces, and private spaces. If we compare these 
four spaces in relation with the human cell used as reference, 
then the core of a cell is in this case the open workspace, it is the 
biggest part of a cell. The smaller parts inside the cell

are referring to the group and private spaces. These spaces are 
essential for the cell to function although they aren’t directly 
connected to the core. The plasma in this case, could be the 
circulation that connects the smaller parts in a cell to the core. 
The plasma does not only work as a connection between the core 
and the smaller parts, but it also functions as a threshold that 
eases the transition between multiple elements.

The concept of the office cell consists of the four spaces 
mentioned on the previous page. For each workspace an ideal 
height is specified to enhance the productivity. This means that 
some workspaces, like meeting rooms have higher office floor 
heights compared to the standard office floor height. Because of 
the variation between the floor heights, the office cell network of 
workspaces is spread over two floors. 

A CONNECTED NETWORK OF SPACES

This office cell is a network of connected different 
typologies of spaces, with the experience of the past, 
derived from the present, and designed for the future.

Figure 4.2 Section human cell as reference Figure 4.3 Scheme of the office cell concept
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In the second concept the circulation space acts as primary 
boundary between the transparent and private spaces. It 
divides the open workspaces from the private and group spaces. 
However, at the same time the circulation space connects the 
different work spaces with each other. In this concept all four 
spaces are active on both floors. The floors are visually connected 
due to a vide in the floor.

In the concept above the first floor contains only open workspaces. 
This means that the private and group spaces are dimensioned 
on the first floor. In this concept the boundary between closed 
and open spaces attains place in the different floor height. In this 
case the floors act as the primary boundary between transparent 
and private spaces. The circulation space severs as secondary 
boundary between private and group spaces.

THE NEW OFFICE CELL CONCEPT
CONCEPT MODELS

Private spaces

Group /semi-private spaces

Open workspaces

Private spaces

Group /semi-private spaces

Open workspaces

Figure 4.4 Concept one of the office cell

Figure 4.5 Concept one with floors of the office cell Figure 4.7  Concept two with floors of the office cell

Figure 4.6 Concept two of the office cell
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Based on the preliminary and theoretical research a new office 
cell is designed. This office cell is introduced and explained in the 
previous chapter. The complete office cell consists of two stapled 
floors that are visually connected with floors openings (vides). In 
this chapter research is done about how to implement these office 
cell in a building and how to create a certain kind of circulation 
that connects these office cells in a building. As shown in figure 
4.9 several office cells are placed inside a building and need to be 
connected in order for the building to work. This concept forms 
the basis of the office building design. In this concept all of the 
office cells could be for one big organisation, but there can also 
be several organisations in the build which have only one or two 
office cells. The whole office building design is capable to have 
one organisation in it, but is can also have multiple organisations 
depending on the amount of office cells that are included in the 
design. By creating a connections and circulation between these 
office cells collaboration between the office cells is stimulated, 
which in the case of multiple organisations, can stimulate the 

CONNECTING OFFICE CELLS

business relationship between organisations.

When thinking about connecting office cells, the aspects of 
houses connected by streets came to mind. As shown in figure 4.8 
a translation of a street with houses is made into a concept where 
a certain circulation route connect the different kind of office 
cells. This concept of connecting the office cells can be seen as a 
plan where there the office cell connected on the same level, but 
this concept can also be seen as a section where the office cells 
are stacked upon each other and connected by a vertical street.

In this stadium of research during the graduation, the choice of 
the organisation and the building location where already been 
decided. Because of the plot size and current building volume the 
decision was already made to resume the research only by looking 
at the connection of stacked office cells. As described in the 
previous chapter a reference was made of a human cell towards 
the design of the new office cell. By looking at connecting these 

“THE STREETS”

office cells, the reference towards the human cell and connecting 
these human cells is also visible. Human cells are connected with 
a certain tissue that connects the office cells together. The office 
cells aren’t connected directly with each other. This perspective of 
connecting cells became the main perspective for connecting the 
office cells vertically. This lead to vertical street which connects 
the office cells without going through the office cells. This vertical 
streets is a circular circulation that goes around the office cells 
and connects them with each other without that these office cells 
are connected directly with each other.

The research and creation of a new office design, called the New 
office cell, and the connection of this office design has led to a 
new building concept for offices. In figure.. the generating of the 
new building concept is step by step explained. A concept model 
is made that shows the office cells, with its private and group 
rooms, and shows how the office cells are connected with each 
other, and at the end from a conceptual building shape.

Figure 4.9 Step by step scheme of the office cell principle

Figure 4.8 Transition of the streets circulation concept 

Step 1:  The needs of the office cell are analysed

Step 3: Connecting the office cells with the “streets” circulation

Step 2: Implementation of the perfect spaces in the office cell

Step 4: Placement of the office cells in the building concept
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Figure 4.10 Connecting office cells model Figure 4.11 Connecting office cells model
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On any given day more than two billion people all over de world 
use Unilever products. Unilever is an organization that has over 
400 brands focused on health and wellbeing. Unilever changes 
the world for so many people. Unilever makes a difference when 
it comes to today’s society. 

Unilever is founded in the 1880s and since then helping people 
to get more out of their life. Since the 1880s Unilever has always 
kept up with new innovative ideas. Since a few years Unilever is 
becoming more sustainable in making its products. Unilever is a 
worldwide known organization that is known in the Netherlands 
for brands like Dove, Hellemans, Blueband, Axe, etc. all these 
brands help people all over the world with their daily life. Also in 
the Netherlands a lot of people use Unilever products daily. 

Why is Unilever a good organization for implementing the new 
office cell?

Unilever is a responsible business, which finds sustainability very 
important. Unilever as organization has a clear organizational 
structure that tries to keep up with the changes in society. The 
last reason is that they are very active with social media tools like, 
Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn. Unilever is a unique company, 
with a proud history and a bright future. They have ambitious 
plans for sustainable growth and an intense sense of social 
purpose. It is an organisation that knows how to react to social 
changes in society.

UNILEVER B.V. 

“We can no longer pretend that business 
can immunise itself from the rising tide of 
environmental challenges”

   Paul Polman-  CEO Unilever

Figure 5.2 Six main aspects of Unilever

Figure 5.1 Image Unilever site

Figure 5.3 Unilever logo
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Rotterdam Central District
Rotterdam the Unilever building

Rotterdam urban development plan
Analysis Central District Rotterdam

Design strategy
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Figure 6.1  Birdview of Central District of Rotterdam



72 73

ROTTERDAM
ROTTERDAM CENTRAL DISTRICT

Rotterdam, a young and dynamic city with own “Robuuste 
Rotterdamse” Architecture. Entrepreneurship and the no-nonsense 
attitude are one the aspects that show that Rotterdam is ambitious 
about cherishing its fundamental values. One of the characteristics 
that make Rotterdam an International city is that the port of 
Rotterdam is the largest sea port in Europe. Rotterdam is making 
sure it will keep having the largest port in Europe by extending the 
port for new port activities. Rotterdam can be seen as the gateway 
to Europe, offering an excellent connection by roads, train, air and 
sea connections to various important cities in Europe. In 2012 the 
new ultra-modern public transport terminal was realized making the 
Rotterdam Central district an international transport hub.

The Rotterdam Central District, also referring to the Rotterdam Weena 
Area is the city centre with the most economic development. Due 
to the central location, mixture of multinational, local businesses, 
transport options and housing in the area. During the last years there 
have been several redevelopments in the Rotterdam Central District 
to make it a more varied and more appealing business location for 
entrepreneurs. 

100  m

Project location

Figure 6.2 Map Central District Rotterdam
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Figure 6.3 Birdview of th Unilever building
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The current main office of Unilever is situated on the Weena 455 
in Rotterdam. Unilever was one of the first organisations that built 
their main office on the Weena. The main office was designed in 
1992 by architect Jan Hoogstad.

The Style of this building is neorationalisme. The main form of the 
this office consists of an open cubical form. Because of the strong 
decrease of employees with the Unilever organisation, a big 
building was not necessary. But to keep up with the surrounding 
big imposing office buildings, the Unilever concern decided to 
combine the cubical form with a cross shape volume. The use 
of forms relates to the neorationalisme architecture that uses a 
logical and objective view regarding the program of demands. 

The building shape looks in a way like an open cubicle which is 
closed on the first floors and on the upper floors. In the middle of 
this open cubicle the cross shape floors are placed. The architect 
Hoogstad wanted to close this open cubicle form by filling the 
open facades with glass, creating big atriums inside the building. 
But the Unilever concern didn’t though this was really necessary.  

In front of the main office of Unilever in Rotterdam is a bronze 
sculpture made by sculptor Wessel Couzijn from Amsterdam. The 
sculpture is made in 1963 and is called “Belichaamde eenheid”. 
This bronze sculpture was firstly placed in front of the old main 
office on the Museumpark. But in 1992 the sculpture was moved 
to the new main office on the Weena. 

ROTTERDAM
THE UNILEVER BUILDING

Figure 6..4 Current Unilever building 
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Figure 6.5  Birdview of Central District of Rotterdam Figure 6.6 Square in front of the building
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Figure 6.7  Stairs in front of the Unilever building Figure 6.8  Back of the Unilever building
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The city of Rotterdam has made an Urban development plan for 
the Central district of Rotterdam in 2007. This Urban development 
plan shows what kind of plans there are in the future for several 
locations on the central district of Rotterdam. This Urban 
development plan is a continuation of the earlier made aerial 
concept Weena, the global city district. The main aspect within 
this plan for the Central district of Rotterdam are: Vibrant (streets 
that are lively), interesting and available function that are open to 
the public, and to focus on “glocal” companies that have a strong 
connection with Rotterdam and are working worldwide.

Together with the aspect of “glocal” companies, a free 
development inside the plot was permitted. Next to this aspect 
the aerial concept of the Weena global city district also writes 
about a new aspect that they want to bring into the Central 
district of Rotterdam, which is the Mixone. The Mixone is a public 
conceptual space, which includes connections, showcases, 
services, meeting areas and relaxation opportunities. It is a 
combination of public, semi-public and private space. 

The urban development plan of the central district of Rotterdam 
is a special translation of the aerial concept of the Weena global 
city district. Next to the Mixone element inside the Ween global 
city  district, there are also new aspects that have developed 
over time. This urban development plan has a certain vision that 
is created. This vision has certain partial aspects that makes this 
vision more understandable. There are in total four different 

ROTTERDAM

partial aspects, these are: balance, vibrant, connections, public 
space. 

Balance
It is important to keep a right balance inside the Central District 
Rotterdam, this means that the constract in quality between 
different urban areas maynot get to big. 

Vibrant
Vibrant, or in other words liveliness. Rotterdam wants to improve 
the liveliness  in the streets and squares.

Connecting
A very important aspect are the connections. With this many 
changes now and upcoming, it is important that all connection 
remain intact or new connections will be created. 

Public space
Rotterdam wants to improve the quality of the public spaces 
inside the Central District Rotterdam. This will also improve the 
liveliness on the streets. 

URBAN DEVELOPMENT PLAN

The organisations with their office building in combination with 
the public space surrounding the building are the main points 
for the Mixone. There are several partial aspects regarding these 
buildings and public spaces to create a harmony within the 
Central District of Rotterdam. 

If we look at the program of these locations, one of these aspects 
is that it needs to have a (semi) –public space in the plinth of the 
building. A second partial aspect, regarding the volume, is that 
there needs to be a clear distinction between the base volume 
and the tower volume. If we look at the public space, the ambition 
according to the Urban Development plan is to the design high 
worthy passages and meeting areas. These partial aspects are 
very important to create a harmony within the Central District of 
Rotterdam. These aspects will play an important role for designing 
the new office building on the Weena. 

ROTTERDAM
DELFTSEPLEIN CONCEPT

In the Urbane development Plan Rottedam, a wind analysis has 
been done by TNO on several location regarding the possibility of 
highrise. This has also been done for the Delftseplein. The results 
of the analysis were:

•	 A tower on a base of a height of 20m is better than 30m.
•	 A setback of the tower of a least 10m has a positive influence 

on the wind climate.
•	 A tower on the east side of the building base has a positive 

influence on the wind climate.

 The analysis in the next chapter is based on these partial aspect 
that come with the Urban Development plan for the Central 
District Rotterdam. 

Figure 6.9 four main aspects within the Urban development plan

Figure 6.10  Public function in the groundfloors Figure 6.11 Vibrant streets because of the public functions
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The analyses of the connections show what the main routes are 
for pedestrians, cars and public transport. The most important 
one in this analyses are the pedestrians. This analyses shows that 
most of the pedestrians walk alongside the plot but do not cross 
it. This has to do with the route that most people take in order to 
go from the station towards the shopping area which is on the 
other side of the Weena. From the north-south side there is no 
way to cross the plot. This leads people only alongside the plot 
to cross the streets. In this case the public square in front of the 
Unilever building doesn’t get used. 

This analyses shows the vibrant streets inside the Central District 
Rotterdam. As shown on the drawing, there is a lot liveliness on 
the streets on the north, south and west side of the plot. Still 
there is no vibrant life on the public square in front of the current 
Unilever Head office. The reason why there is so much liveliness 
on the streets at the north, south and west side is because these 
are the main pedestrian routes to go to the shopping area on the 
other side of the Weena. According to the Urban development 
plan of Rotterdam, the streets and the square need to become 
more vibrant. Not only during daytime, but also during the 
evening. 

THE ANALYSIS

50 m

Project location

Vibranty on the streets

50 m

Project location

Public transport 

Roads

Pedestrian

Figure 6.12 Analysis location vibranty Figure 6.13 Analysis location routes 
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The appearance of office buildings along the Weena is very 
important. The Unilever is a big massive building that has its own 
identity towards the other buildings along the Weena. Still when 
looking at the height analysis above, the Unilever building isn’t 
recognizable in this skyline of buildings along the Weena. For 
such a big organisation as Unilever the building doesn’t have a 
great prestige  in the skyline alone the Weena.

In order to create more vibrant streets, there need to be high-
quality public spaces. In the analysis above the quality of the 
public spaces are highlighted. As seen in the analysis above, the 
new public spaces in front of the station are of a high quality. 
The streets on the north side of the plot are reconstructed to a 
middle/high quality public space. Because of the huge traffic on 
the Weena road, this road has the lowest quality of public space. 
The public space in front of the Unilever building isn’t recognized 
as a public space by the Urban development plan. It is defined as a 
semi-public space that is most of the time used by the employees 
of Unilever.  

50 m

Medium quality public spaces

Low quality public spaces High quality public spaces

50 m

Secon row buildings

first row buildings Third row buildings

Figure 6.14 Analysis location public spaces Figure 6.15 Analysis skyine Central District of Rotterdam



88 89

The design strategy is based of the findings on the analysis and 
the Urban Development plan Rotterdam. The Design strategy is 
divided in the urban strategy and the building strategy. The urban 
startegy is a short summary of the main aspects of redesigning 
the plot in relation to the Central District of Rotterdam. While the 
building strategy is a short summary concerning the building 
design of the building in relation to the plot. 

According to the Urban Development plan Rotterdam four 
aspects are important when redesigning any plot on the Central 
District Rotterdam. These four aspects were: Balance, Vibrant, 
Connections and Public space. The plot that will be redesigned 
is analysed on four different aspects in the chapter before. This 
analysis in combination with the given aspects according to the 
Urban Development Plan Rotterdam will lead to a Urban strategy 
for the chosen plot.

The importance of  redesigning the plot structure demands an 
intervention that enhances the liveliness, the connections to and 
in the plot, and it must enhance the public square in front of the 
building. 

So in short terms the urban strategy of the plot is based on the 
will to re-establish the principles of connections, like connection 
urban areas, connection public and private spaces and connection 
people. By connection spaces and connection people, new high 
quality public spaces will arrive, where people meet, talk and 
learn from others. This activity make the streets more vibrant, and 
the spaces will become more liveliness. 

DESIGN STRATEGY
URBAN STRATEGY

25 

Public square

Old pedestrian route

New vibrant area

New pedestrian route

Figure 6.16 Urban strategy map
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In The Urban development plan Rotterdam more detailed 
aspects are given for the Delfseplein plot, This is the chosen plot 
with the Unilever building on it. These details are show in the 
Urban development chapter. In this chapter three aspects are 
important for the buildings on the Delfseplein according to the 
Urban Development plan Rotterdam. These aspects are, program, 
volume and public space. The aspects of the program consists 
of the implementation of public function in the plinth of the 
building. Regarding the volume, the buildings base should have 
a clear distinction in relation to the building as a whole. The last 
aspect is to create high-quality publics spaces for meeting and 
socializing. The analysis of the building regarding the skyline of 
the Central District Rotterdam is also very important. The building 
should  be able to compete with its height in the skyline of the 
Central District Rotterdam. 

The building strategy for the new Unilever building is based on 
creating a high rise building that is a combination of stapled office 
cells with integrated (semi) public spaces, that can compete with 
the other buildings in its surroundings. Still a clear distinction 
between the base and the tower of the building should be visible. 
Where the base of the building can contain public functions to 
create a transparent plinth which also increases the liveliness 
in and around the building. This in combination with a high-
quality public square in front of the building that creates a slow 
transition from the inside of the building towards the outside.  
When creatin a highrise building, the wind analysis should be 
taken into consideration when placeing the tower on the base of 
the building.

DESIGN STRATEGY
BUILDING STRATEGY

25 

Transparent facades

New building height area Connection public square with building

Figure 6.17 Building strategy 
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Figure 7.1 Location map new masterplan
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The most important aspect for this masterplan is to create a 
connection that not only enhances the accessibility towards 
the plot itself, but also serves as a new improved transition zone 
between the central station and the shopping area on the other 
side of the Weena. 

In order to create this connection an intervention is needed in 
the most closed area of the plot. This intervention includes the 
creating of a passage that goes from north-west towards the 
newly designed public square on the south-east side of the 
plot. The passage that is created and is leading towards the new 
public space in front of the Unilever building, makes the whole 
plot more accessible. By creating this passage, the masterplan 
also enhances the transition between the central station and the 
shopping area on the other side of the Weena. By serving as a 
transition zone it becomes an important balance for the Central 
District of Rotterdam in relation to the connection with the other 
urban areas. 

MORPHOLOGY

Figure 7.2 New masterplan Unilever building
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As mentioned in the building strategy chapter, the integration 
of public functions inside the building is a must to create a 
vibrant environment. The new designed Unilever office will 
be a skyscraper. A building can be called a skyscraper when it 
reaches  a height of 100m. Before just implementing these urban 
public spaces it is important to look at the ground-plane, the 
mid-level and the rooftop. These three elements of a skyscraper 
have endless opportunities to implement an urban public space. 
This research will analyse different skyscrapers to see what the 
essential requirements are for a well-designed urban public 
space in a skyscraper.  

For many organisations or developers the height of a building 
is vital. The visual appearance within the skyline becomes even 
more important. This raises the question of how people can 
benefit from being able to enjoy the views from these skyscrapers. 
A city that is trying the be the first 21st skyscraper city with 
planning to build 200 new skyscrapers is London. Today London is 
one of the biggest cities in Europe when it comes to skyscrapers.
(Reinke, S. 2015) 

“The process of gaining planning consent 
is usually met where the aspirations of the 
developer can come to a compromise with the 
interests of the public and those organisations 
that represent them.” (Reinke, S. 2015) 

As described in the article the key is the process of gaining 
planning consent. This is something that particularly London is 
trying to achieve. 

PUBLIC VS PRIVATE

A notable success of achieving a well-designed urban public 
space with this process of gaining planning consent is the Shard 
in London Bridge. The Shard building owns its success because 
of the combination of a mid-level urban spaces with a rooftop 
viewing deck available for the public. The well-designed rooftop 
that is available for public, by paying a small entrance fee is an 
impressive viewing gallery where people can experience the 
amazing views. The mid-level integrated urban public space 
offers rooms for a restaurant and bars which are open for public 
use, with also having an impressive view towards the city. The 
combination of creating a functional urban public space inside 
the tower and making these spaces easy available for public 
makes this building on of the best examples of combining public 
and private spaces inside an vertical orientated building. The 
building becomes an iconic building of lasting quality and legacy.
(Reinke, S. 2015) 

PUBLIC REALM IN SKYSCRAPERS

Figure 7.3 Viewing deck of the “shard”building
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One of the newly build skyscrapers that hasn’t been able to 
achieve the same success as the Shard building is the “Walkie 
Talkie” building, which is properly known as 20 Fenchurch street. 
The building that was crowned with a sky garden, which is like 
a jungle in the sky, should become a pride of the square mile. It 
should become a place for bankers to drink, but also accessible 
for everyone else. As Oliver Wainwright describers in his article.

“The reality is anything but. If you book three 
days in advance, or reserve a table at one of 
the overpriced dining concepts, you can go 
through airport-style security and be treated to a 
meagre pair of rockeries, in a space designed 
with all the finesse of a departure lounge. A 
hefty cage of steelwork wraps around in all 
directions, obscuring much of the view, while 
the restaurants rise up in a boxy stack of glass 
portable cabins.” (Wainwright, 2015) 

Here the urban public space inside the skyscraper transformed 
into a expensive five star restaurant that in fact is only accessible 
for bankers that have enough money in their wallet. While the 
intension of this plan were nothing  promising when proposing 
this building design. Most of the time it is a promise set out to 
strategically achieve consent for the development. Once consent 
is gained, the developers blur the lines between public and private 
access. Within the end resulting in a quite different development 
as planned. In this case the process of gaining planning consent 
goes wrong. The developer change his intentions after consent 
was gained to choose profit in front of the interests of the public. 
(Reinke, S. 2015) 

“As conveyed, the key driver of access is 
to deliver a promised benefit to the local 
community.” (Reinke, S. 2015) 

The importance for making an urban public space inside of a 
skyscraper is to keep it available and connected with the local 
community. Keep in mind what the interest is of the public to 
achieve a vibrant urban public space inside the building. Not to 
forget that the communication and the general interest of the 
developer, organisation and the public must be on the same line.

While integrating urban public spaces inside the Unilever tower, 
it is important to keep in mind what the interests are of the public, 
and the organisation of Unilever. The design and integration of 
these urban public spaces must show a clear boundary between 
public and private inside of the tower.

“Thus, it is essential to challenge the private 
sector to be as generous as possible with the 
provision of public space, arguing its commercial 
viability. A mixed urban environment is key to 
avoiding the disconnection of buildings and lack 
of spatial recognition.”(Ridley, 2015) 

Figure 7.4 Viewing deck of the “walkie talkie” building
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The conceptual designs consists of a mixture of public and 
private spaces. The public spaces are placed on the ground floor 
and the rooftop. On the ground floor a underground plaza is 
designed where there are bars, café’s and lunchrooms. This plaza 
is accessible from the public square and the north and south side 
of the building. On the rooftop a skygarden, restaurant and a 
viewing deck are situated. This rooftop is accessible for the local 
community and gives the public the opportunity to view the 
Central District of Rotterdam from above. The semi-public spaces 
inside the building are part of the office of Unilever. The first two 
levels of the Unilever office are semi-public. These floors contain 
the innovation hub of Unilever, which is accessible for people 
who want to know more about the history and the organization 
of Unilever. This semi-public space gives Unilever a change to 
represent themselves towards the society. The other semi-public 
space is the transparent box mid-level in the tower. This semi-
public space contains a library, restaurant and conference rooms. 
These functions are available for the employees of Unilever 
without any consent. This transparent box mid-level in the towers 
has an panoramic view of the Central District of Rotterdam. In 
communication with Unilever, conference rooms can be rent, by 
other smaller organizations. It is also possible to study in the library 

of the building in consensus with Unilever. In this way Unilever as 
organization shows its generosity towards other organisations 
and toward the local community. The private spaces are placed 
inside the tower volume. These private spaces are work floors 
which are only accessible for employees of Unilever.

THE CONCEPTUAL DESIGN
THE FUNCTIONS & ORGANISATION

15 m

Public functions

Semi-public functions

Private functions

Figure 7.5 Section of the building with the given functions
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When visiting the public square in front of the Unilever building, 
the square doesn’t seems vibrant at all. Because the square is 
above ground level the stairs creates a threshold that prevents 
people from using it. The square also only gives access to the 
Unilever building and the Weena tower. It has only one access 
from the south-east and is enclosed by the buildings on the plot. 

The redesigned public square in front of the Unilever building is 
there for lowered to ground level. This makes it more attractive 
for people to enter or walk across the public square. By creating 
a passage on the north-west side of the plot, the public square 
becomes accessible from more than one side. The public square 
becomes part of a pedestrians route that people from the Central 
station follow to reach the adjacent shopping area. The new 
pedestrian route splits the public square, into a small public area 
in front of the Weena tower, and a public square that is connected 
with the underground plaza of the Unilever Building. In the 
old square a large circular water element was situated with a 
sculpture in the middle. The sculpture will be moved to the other 
Unilever office in Rotterdam. A new water element is designed 
in the slope which guides the direction of the slope towards the 
underground public plaza. 

PUBLIC SQUARE
THE TRANSTION FROM INSIDE TO OUTSIDE

Figure 7.6 Plan underground square
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creating a harsh threshold between the access of the underground 
plaza and the Unilever entrance. Another harsh threshold is the 
boundary between the public square and the Rotterdam tram 
line that runs over the plot.

The public square consists of soft and harsh thresholds to create 
boundaries that determine the public square and its relationship 
towards the connecting buildings. The slope and the stairs are a 
soft threshold that create a slow transition from the public square 
towards the underground plaza. Another soft threshold is the 
entrance towards Unilever. These stairs create a soft threshold 
between the public square and the semi-public/private Unilever 
office. Between the slope and the entrance of the Unilever office 
a retaining wall is designed, that slight rises above ground level, 

Thresholds defining the public square

Threshold as connection for entrances

15 m

Figure 7.7 Analysis plan underground square

Figure 7.8 Exterior impression of the building with the square
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The entrances play an important role in the design of the public 
square. The main entrance of the underground plaza is below 
ground level, which led to the design of the slope and stairs in the 
public square. The underground plaza is two stories high and has 
two entrances that are on ground level and directly connected 
to the streets. These entrances are on the north and south side of 
the building. Each bar, café and lunchrooms also has an entrance 
on ground level. 

The entrance of Unilever is situated on the north-east side of the 
building and is directly connected to the public square in front 
of the building. The entrance is place on the north-east side for 
several reasons. On this place it has a direct connection with the 
public square in front of the building. It is also short to the access 
route of supplying vehicles that need to enter the plot. In several 
occasions cars with important people can be driven onto plot 
and park directly in front of the Unilever entrance. The last reason 
is that it is the central place in the plot and for that reason easily 
accessible from many sides.

ENTRANCES

15 m

Entrance Unilever

Entrance public square

Entrance cafe, bar of lunchroom

Figure 7.9 Plan with entrances of the building



110 111 ANALYSISBUILDING DESIGN

System of streets 
Morphology
Floor plans

Sections
Elevations

Office cell analysed
The plaza

The transparent box
Sky garden and viewing deck

Detailling
Concept structural design

8



112 113

The connection of the office cells are explained in the chapter 
about the office cells study. In this study a concept was produced. 
With this concept in mind, a spiral circulation has been designed 
in new Unilever building. As seen in figure 1, the conceptual 
design of the so called “streets” were already developed to a 
circular circulation concept that passes around the office cells. 
This conceptual design of the “streets” has been translated into 
gigantic circular stairs with floor height steps. These floor height 
steps are connected with the stairs. The gigantic floor height stairs 
provide an amazing view over the Central district of Rotterdam. 
By walking these floor height steps a 360 degree view of the city 
of Rotterdam can be witnessed. These floor height steps, create 
automatically amazing open floor spaces, which in this case 
provide for the wished transparency within this building. In this 
way the office cells are not only physically connected but also 
visually. Figure 2 shows the circular streets with the floor height 
steps.

THE SYSTEM OF STREETS
CONNECTING THE OFFICE CELLS

The Streets The streets

Figure 8.1 The concept of the streets connecting the office cells Figure 8.2 Sectionated isometrie with the streets
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Figure 8.3 Sectionated isometrie of the office cell Figure 8.4 Interior impression of the office cell
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Figure 8.5 1:500 model image Figure 8.6 1:500 model image
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Figure 8.7 
1:500 model image

Figure 8.8
1:500 model image
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MORPHOLOGY

The building is shaped after thoroughly analyzing the context 
and the concept of the new office cell. The building consists of a 
collection of individual private office cells combined with public 
and semi-public spaces. The challenge was to create the building’s 
shape, considering that the interior of the office building consisted 
of public and private spaces. The mindset applied to create the 
building’s shape was the fact that the difference between public 
and private could be seen from the exterior of the building. 

During the design phase, a study was done to define the starting 
volume. With the contextual research in mind, the starting volume 
of the building consisted of a base volume (podium), and a tower 
volume. The base volume is partially based on the old form of 
Unilever’s office. To guide the new passage, the base volume is 
only partially changed in comparison to its old form. The base 
volume has a fully transparent plinth with extended floor slabs 
that emphasizes the horizontality. It serves as a podium for the 
tower volume on top. In the base volume, a part of the public 
and semi-public spaces are located. The tower is situated on the 
east side of the base and has on the north, south and west side 
a setback of more than 10 meter. Both design decisions have 
been made in response to the wind analysis and have a positive 
effect on the wind climate. Through situating the tower volume 
on the east side, the relation of the whole building volume with 
the public square improved. A fully transparent box is designed 
at the mid-level of the tower. The transparent box, has extended 
floor slabs which emphasize the horizontality, and breaches the 
verticality of the tower. In this transparent box the semi-public 
spaces are designed. In the top floors of the building a public 
space is placed. The top part of the tower is slightly moved to 
the west side, which creates a vertical inclination and gives the 
building its own identity. It has its own “robuuste Rotterdamse 
stijl” but still managed to get its own iconic look. The tower is 
moved to the west side so that the vertical inclination is visible 

from the Weena side, which is the most important side of the 
building. The building design managed to relate to the different 
urban analyses in combination with the urban development plan 
of Rotterdam. The building design’s exterior shows the difference 
in transparency and privacy in relation to the placement of the 
public and private spaces. Furthermore it managed to relate to 
the “robuuste Rotterdamse stijl”.

Figure 8.9 Straight facade towards the public square

Figure 8.10 The inclination within the building shape Figure 8.11 Isometrie of the building
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Figure 8.12 Isometric section of the building

Figure 8.13 Exterior impression of the mid-level box in the tower
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FLOOR PLANS
Underground floor Ground floor
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Floor 01 Floor 02
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Floor 03

Floor 04
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Floor 05 Floor 06
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Floor 07 Floor 08
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Floor 09 Floor 10
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Underground floor Ground floor

Floor 11 Floor 12
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Floor 13 Floor 14
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Floor 15 Floor 16
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Floor 17 Floor 18
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Floor 19 Floor 20
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floor 21 floor 22
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Floor 23 Rooftop
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ELEVATIONS

South facade East facade
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North facade West facade
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SECTIONS

Section A- A’

Section B-B’’

Section C-C’

Section D-D’
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As described in chapter four, a new concept of an office design 
is created, namely the office cell. The theory and the concept of 
the office cell should be clear by now. However the conceptual 
office cell design is translated into a more practical office cell for 
the building. In this chapter, the floor plans of the office cells are 
analysed. 

In the floor plans three types of spaces are defined. Each type 
of spaces has its own perfect measurement and appearance. 
However, there are additionally some practical elements when 
designing the office cell in combination with the building concept. 
As can be seen in figure 1, the meeting spaces are placed closest 
towards the circulation route. This is because meeting spaces also 
provide a certain level of noise which can easily distract other 
employees. The second type of spaces are the support spaces. 
The support spaces are designed against the core and lay further 
inside the building. This is because most of the support spaces 
don’t require an amount of daylight. The third type of space is 
the work space. The workspaces are located directly against the 
façade to receive the correct amount of daylight that is necessary. 
The workspaces and work stations are located as distant possible 
from the circulation route. This is done because the workspaces 
require the most concentration and privacy. 

OFFICE CELL ANALYSED

Support spaces

Meeting spaces

15 m

Workspaces

Figure 8.14 Analysis plan office cell
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Figure 8.16 Interior impression of the office cellFigure 8.15 Section of the office cell
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The partially underground plaza is four floors high. This plaza is 
separated into two different types of spaces. The upper two floors 
are semi-public spaces that are part of Unilever’s organisation 
inside the building. These two floors create the Unilever plaza 
which represents Unilever. The other two floors are public 
spaces. This huge public grotto contains several bars, cafés and 
lunchrooms. In the middle of this underground plaza, an outside 
patio is created. This patio is accessible for everybody. This patio is 
a designed in a way that it creates a visual connection regarding 
the public grotto with the Unilever plaza above. 

The two story high Unilever plaza offers space for several support 
and meeting spaces beneficial to employees. Some of the 
support spaces are a barber, a doctor, fitness area, and so on. 
In the plaza, some semi-public spaces show information about 
Unilever as an organisation. In total there are twelve information 
points that represent the twelve biggest brands of Unilever in the 
Netherlands. Connected to the internal patio is a small conference 
room and a kitchen where people can taste Unilever products. By 
locating these spaces against the internal patio, a certain relation 
towards the concept of transparency is created. People in the 
meeting room can look down at the people in the underground 
plaza, without knowing it. While the people in the underground 
plaza can see the employees of Unilever cluster to talk work. The 
relationship of, to see and to be seen is very interesting in relation 
with the grotto and the Unilever plaza.

THE PLAZA
THE UNILEVER PLAZA

Figure 8.17 Section of the plaza
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conference and kitchen spaces

15 m

Information spaces 

conference and kitchen spaces

15 m

Figure 8.18 Analysis of the Unilever plaza first floor Figure 8.19 Analysis of the Unilever plaza second floor
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THE PLAZA

The underground plaza, or also called the grotto, is a two story high 
public plaza with bars, cafés and lunchrooms. This underground 
plaza is designed to improve the vibrancy on the streets and on 
the public square in front of the building. This underground plaza 
is the ideal place for employees from Unilever to have their lunch, 
coffee, or an after worktime drink with colleagues and network 
with other people. The design of this underground plaza is based 
on improving the work and social life of Unilever employees and 
on improving the social life of the people living in Rotterdam. It 
should become a huge public meeting area where professional 
and personal life can come together. 

While designing the plaza, two models where made around 
the appearance of the façade, and the transparency towards 
the surrounding. The most important conclusion about this 
model research is that the façade should have a sustainable 
green appearance, and that there should be a visual boundary 
between the glass façade of the Unilever plaza and the street. 
In the models, balconies are designed with a sustainable green 
appearance that create a visual boundary from the surroundings 
towards the Unilever plaza. The tower, containing the office cells 
has a big setback from the façade facing the streets. In this way 
the even more private floors have an bigger visual boundary. 

THE UNDERGROUND PLAZA (GROTTO)

Eating & drinking places

Meeting and sitting spaces

15 m

Figure 8.20  Analysis underground plaza
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Figure 8.21 Section of the Plaza

Figure 8.22 Interior impression of the underground plaza
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Figure 8.22 
Model facade structure

Figure 8.23
Model facade structure



170 171Figure 8.24 Model facade structure Figure 8.25 Model facade structure
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Figure 8.26
Model facade structure

Figure 8.27
Model facade structure
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Mid-level in the tower a three story high transparent box is 
placed. This transparent box accommodates a library, restaurant 
and conference floor. This transparent box has the same façade 
structure and sustainable green appearance as the plaza. All three 
floors have semi-public spaces. This implies that the floors aren’t 
accessible for everyone. For instance the conference rooms can be 
rented by other organisations who haven’t got conference rooms 
and only need them incidental. In this case, other organisations 

THE TRANSPARENT BOX
MID-LEVEL SEMI PUBLIC SPACES

can rent these spaces from Unilever. Additionally, when Unilever 
moves out of the building, the building comes accessible for 
minimal one and maximum eight organisations. In this case 
when there are multiple organisations inside the building, these 
semi-public spaces inside the mid-level transparent box become 
automatically general shared spaces.  

Figure 8.28 Section of the transparent box Figure 8.29 Perspective of the transparent box
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Figure 8.30 Interior impression in the library Figure 8.31 Interior impression of a conference room
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On the top floors of the building a two story high viewing deck 
with open sky garden is situated. The floors of the sky garden 
are open for public and can only be reached with the elevators 
in the underground plaza. This viewing deck also contains a 
small restaurant on the top floor and a small coffee bar on the 
floor below. The restaurant of viewing deck is so arranged that is 
has a 360 degree view over the city of Rotterdam. On the other 
side of the floor a two story high outside sky garden is built. This 

SKYGARDEN & VIEWING DECK

spaces is outside and has no rooftop. The façade of the building 
will continue to the top to protect the space and visitor from the 
strong winds at this height

Figure 8.32 Persperctive drawing of the Skygarden and viewing deck Figure 8.33 Perspective of the skygarden
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Figure 8.24 Model facade structure

Figure 8.34 Interior impression of the view from the viewing deck Figure 8.35 Interior impression of the sky garden
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The conceptual approach from a perfect functional office space 
towards a modern sustainable office building is very important 
in the building design. The only aspect of detailing what is 
interesting in this design are the balconies that have trees on 
them. In the detailed section in figure 8.38 can be seen how these 
trees are placed on the balcony. These sustainable balconies are 
an extension of the floor high steps of the spiral circulation route 
inside the building. Similar to this design is the project of Stefano 
Boeri vertical forest. According to the project team of project 
from Stefano Boeri, these trees on the building have a positive 
effect on aspects as zoning, temperature, biodiversity and CO2. 

DETAILLING

Figure 8.36  The vertical forest building by Stefano Boeri Figure 8.37 Part of the facade of the building Figure 8.38 Detailled section of the balconies
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The structural design concept has a great influence on the 
architecture of the office building. Under the guidance of Ir. 
R. Blok, who is one of the professors of  the Structural Design 
master, an structural design concept was made. In the concept 
of the structural design, two aspects were important. Namely 
the vertical forces and the horizontal forces, which is the wind. 
Especially for a building over 100m high the wind is an important 
factor in the structural design of the tower. 

The main aspect of concern for the vertical forces in the 
building is the inclination within the tower. Most of the vertical 
forces are absorb by the columns and the massive columns in 
the underground plaza that guide the vertical force onto the 
foundation. These massive column are designed to create a 
more open floor space. At the point of the inclination a V-shape 
construction is made take on the vertical forces. To eventually 
strengthen this concept, trusses can be made in the floor which 
lead a part of the vertical forces towards the core of the building. 

The most important aspects of the wind against the tower is the 
moment where the building wants to twist. In the figure below 
the wind from the east side is taken as normative. Without any 
further improvement in the construction of the tower the core 
of the building was the moment where the building wanted to 
twist. According to Ir. R. Blok, the core wasn’t able to prevent the 
building from rotating. In consultation with Ir. R. Blok a solution 
was found to enlarge the width that takes on the horizontal 
forces. By creating diagonally constructive beams mid-level in the 
tower, and strengthen the floor with trusses, the whole mid-level 
part of the tower becomes one solid constructive element. With 
this interventions the width that takes on the horizontal force is 

CONCEPT STRUCTURAL DESIGN

multiplied by four and now big enough according to Ir. R. Blok to 
prevent the building from twisting or rotating. 

Figure 8.39 Section of the building with the vertical forces
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Figure 8.40 Section of the building with the horizontal forces Figure 8.41 1:500 model with the diagonal beams 
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Figure 8.42 1:500 model with the massive columns Figure 8.43 1:500 model with the diagonal beams 
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The thesis started with stating the research question, which was:

“How will the ARCHITECTURE of office buildings evolve 
regarding the influence that new SOCIAL MEDIA tools have 
on the BOUNDARY between TRANSPARENCY and PRIVACY in 
organisations?”

In conclusion the answer to the research question can be 
characterized, I think, by the aim of defining the perfect work 
environment that “connects” with the aspects of transparency 
and privacy in their own way. Organisations are striving to keep 
up with the upcoming social media tools, which means that 
organisations keep changing in the future. In a way there is a 
sort of linear growing red line in society which is the aspect of 
transparency. It cannot be denied that with every change in 
society, it becomes more and more transparent. Architecture in 
a way follow this change in society and the growing amount of 
transparency within this world. 

At the first though it might seem like transparency is an aspect 
within organisations that can only be seen as a positive thing. 
Looking at the way how office design have evolved during the 
past, it is only fair to say offices are involving into transparent boxes. 
Organisations have been changing their entire organisational 
models to a non-hierarchical and “boundaryless” model. Which 
also evolved in transparent architectural offices. Although further 
research has proofed the positive effects of transparency, it also 
showed the neglecting of the aspect of privacy. I think that, the 
aim of creating as much transparency as possible should make 
way towards a balance between the aspects of transparency and 
privacy, where importance of transparency doesn’t overweigh 
the importance of privacy. The architecture should evolve with 

CONCLUSION

creating new boundaries that make it possible to keep a balance 
between the right amount of transparency in relation to privacy. 

The new office design started with creating the perfect balance 
of transparency and privacy for each room, and ended with a 
two story high office cell, that exist of different types of spaces 
in combination with the right boundaries to create an design 
that balances the two most important aspects of the graduation 
studio, namely transparency and privacy. 
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