
Working 
through it
With the way we work in a state of flux,  
three designers look at key trends shaping  
the future of commercial office design.

For the better part of two years, we have seen nearly every 
industry grappling with an astounding pace of change. But 
with more people working from home than ever before, 

commercial office design is, without question, one of the most 
rapidly evolving project typologies around.

Before the pandemic, companies were gaining awareness of 
the impact the design of their office environment has on employee 
satisfaction, morale, productivity, loyalty and engagement with 
their business. But there is nothing like being blindsided with a 
lockdown-imposed shift to different models of working to force 
everyone to have a good long think about the benefits and flaws 
of workplaces as we’ve known them.

And with some countries, such as Iceland, challenging the 
necessity of the five day nine-to-five work week that our society 
has held an iron grip on since the industrial revolution, there are 
plenty of indicators that the changes we’re seeing today are only 
the beginning of a major overhaul. We look at the top trends that 
are affecting the way we design workplaces as we move towards 
‘the new normal’.

Age of majority
While some factors impacting office trends are more obvious, 
there have also been subtle demographic shifts happening in the 
background that contextualise other changes we’re seeing. With 

above: In the NZ Bus office, the space, colour use and furniture choices far exceed what most would 
generally expect to find at the head office of a bus company, earning it the 2021 Resene Total Colour 
Commercial Interior Office Award. “We were appointed to this project on 24 February 2020 and there 
was a strong sense that Covid-19 was starting to make a real impact on the other side of the world. As 
things developed, we very quickly found ourselves designing for a post-pandemic world, especially taking 
into account the public-facing nature of NZ Bus,” explains Clark Pritchard, who led the design. Back wall, 
door and trim in Resene Cutty Sark and ceiling in Resene Eighth Sea Fog. Design by StudioPritchard,  
www.studiopritchard.com, build by Savory, www.savory.co.nz, image by David Straight www.davidstraight.net.
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swathes of Baby Boomers reaching retirement age and only the 
first of the Gen Z grads just beginning to enter the work world, 
Millennials are now the demographic majority in most offices – 
and it’s estimated that they’ll account for three-quarters of all 
workers by 2025.

Different age demographics often have distinctive 
expectations of their workplaces. Millennials and Gen Z have 
grown up with technology that earlier generations didn’t and 
social media is central to their lives. This has had a major impact 
on how they work and what they want from their jobs, and there is 
a growing expectation that offices should be able to keep up with 
technological advances. Culturally speaking, many Millennials 
are also highly motivated by their peers so this majority stake in 
the workforce will continue to drive design trends towards more 
collaborative spaces.

Collaboration versus concentration
Regardless of their demographic, not all employees have the same 
wants or needs from their office space; but broadly speaking, most 
want to be as comfortable as possible with minimal roadblocks 

preventing them from getting their job done. Having the right 
space – or enough of it – to meet with teammates is important 
but so are distraction-free spaces to get tasks that require higher 
levels of focus done.

The experience of designing ‘hot desk’ style coworking offices 
for Spaces’ (www.spacesworks.com) Karangahape Road and 
Commercial Bay locations in Auckland has given interior designer 
Sonia Prince insight into the need to cater to a range of workstyles.

“The importance of providing a range of different spaces that 
can be used for impromptu discussions and meetings cannot 
be underestimated,” she says. “While most modern office 
environments are relatively open plan, often there is still a lack of 
quieter thinking spaces, meeting areas or alternative team spaces. 
Generally, it comes down to the overall footprint and whether 
there is enough extra space available to accommodate this. But 
for an open plan office to function effectively, it is an absolute 
must. I think designers in general are guilty of underestimating 
the need for those alternative spaces. And if the pandemic has 
taught me anything, a face-to-face discussion is far more time 
efficient than emailing back and forth.”

Resene  
Space Cadet

above left: A custom mural 
by Aidan Turvey at the NZ 
Bus office was created with 
Resene paints and celebrates 
the many transportation 
options in Auckland. Design 
by StudioPritchard, build by 
Savory, image by David Straight.

above right: Resene Space 
Cadet makes a splash 
at the entrance to the 
operations centre. Design 
by StudioPritchard, build by 
Savory, image by David Straight.

top tip
For furniture that typically 
sees higher wear and tear, 
such as reception desks 
and kitchen and bathroom 
cabinetry, use durable 
Resene AquaLAQ. The 
Resene AquaLAQ range 
includes clear coat finish 
options in a range of gloss 
levels – including a soft 
touch finish. Specify an 
Environmental Choice 
approved system of 
Resene AquaLAQ sealer, 
colour coat and clear coat.
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Appealing offerings
Extended border closures have caused a dramatic talent shortage 
across a number of industries that used to depend on workers from 
abroad, so there is mounting pressure on companies to maintain 
the resources they already have. Businesses with appealing and 
flexible workplaces have an edge on attracting and keeping top 
talent, but what entices new employees to come on board and 
current ones to stay goes far beyond superficial aesthetics.

“The design of a successful workplace needs to mean more 
than a beautiful reception and boardroom for a corporate brand 
photo opportunity – which so often happens and results in the 
majority of the organisation ending up in a poorly lit workspace, 
sitting on bad chairs with no outlook,” says Clark Pritchard of 

did you know?
Resene SpaceCote Clear is a low sheen clear  
finish, designed to bring enamel style toughness to 
broadwall areas, allowing you to get a finish that matches 
your other Resene SpaceCote Low Sheen walls while 
increasing durability. Originally designed to protect 
wallpaper, this durable low odour finish is also perfect for 
painted hallways and other high-contact workplace walls 
that need extra scuff, scrub and burnish resistance.

StudioPritchard. “Designers and clients need to think of the 
whole work experience, from the moment their people wake up 
to how they get home safely.”

“I believe the healthier the environment, the better the results 
and the happier your people are – and I mean this beyond creating 
a well-designed workplace. We need to think about the design of 
the wider experience that goes beyond the physical space. While 
it’s important people have ergonomic chairs and workstations, a 
great kitchen and lovely bathrooms, how people get to work, for 
example, is also really important; so there should be a focus on 
ensuring your office is really close to public transport and bike lanes 
and creating really great changing and bike storage facilities and so 
on. Or, if you don’t need to be in the CBD, move out to a city fringe 
location that’s perhaps more accessible for your people and closer 
to childcare facilities, supermarkets and urban hubs so they can do 
chore activities during their lunch break or on the way home. This 
gives people their weekends free for more social activities.”

Sonia has seen similar trends among her clients, too. “I’ve 
noticed more focus on the general health and wellbeing of staff 

right top and bottom: Spaces on 
Auckland’s Karangahape Road 
provides a multitude of different 
spaces and flexible work areas for 
startups, freelancers and other 
small companies who want to keep 
their overhead costs low. The clever 
use of clipboards makes it easy to 
display and change the logos of 
companies that lease areas of the 
shared space. Warm green walls 
are welcoming and comforting for 
both resident workers and visiting 
clientele. Main walls in Resene 
Zylone Sheen tinted to Resene 
Half Alabaster with statement 
walls in Resene Xanadu and 
Resene Cinder, ceiling and flooring 
in Resene Half Cobblestone and 
timber trims and window frames in 
Resene Lustacryl tinted to Resene 
Cinder. Design by Hierarchy 
Group, www.hierarchy.co.nz, 
painting by Competitive Painters, 
www.competitivepainters.co.nz, 
images by Amanda Thomas,  
www.amandathomas.co.nz.
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above: Custom built joinery in Resene Cinder with 
select shelves in Resene Kandinsky creates a cosy, 
creative environment in meeting areas at Spaces in 
Auckland. The project was recognised with a Resene 
Total Colour Commercial Interior Office Award for its 
impressive use of colour. Walls in Resene Half Alabaster, 
ceiling in Resene Half Cobblestone and architraves in 
Resene Cinder. Design by Hierarchy Group, painting by 
Competitive Painters, image by Amanda Thomas.

Resene  
Half Cobblestone

Resene  
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through providing more supportive facilities – gyms, yoga spaces 
and relaxation/breakout areas. There should be good quality food 
and beverage offerings on tap; good coffee is a must – and even 
better if you don’t have to leave the office to get it. Providing these 
types of extra offerings as part of the office landscape can help 
people achieve the work/life balance we continually strive for.”

Residential references
Now that many employees have gotten used to the casual 
comfort of working from their own abodes, another major design 
trend is creating a more personal and informal vibe at the office. 
Designers are looking for ways to make workplaces feel less 
transactional and encourage connection, building spaces where 
workers can sit on a sofa or gather informally around a table much 
like they would with family or friends at home rather than being 
confined to a desk or cubicle.

“We always want to create spaces that people enjoy being 
in and ones that evoke the right responses from those using 
the space,” says Clark. “I think for a long time now, workspaces 
have been leaning towards a residential look and feel. This has of 
course been in tandem with the casualisation of workplace dress 
codes, flexible working arrangements and so on – which has only 
ramped up since the pandemic began.”

Daniel Sullivan of Common Architecture + Interior Design 
recently worked on the design for Cosmic’s new head office, 
where he too looked to create a residential vibe through key 
areas of the office. Shared work areas and the staffroom include 

the addition of houseplants and framed vintage artwork – and 
he believes that’s absolutely the direction workplace design is 
headed. “Creating more relaxed, familiar spaces helps foster a 
positive and enjoyable work environment,” he says. “Ensuring 
user comfort is a top priority; nothing beats natural light and 
ventilation will always provide a healthier and more enjoyable work 
environment over artificial lighting and introduced mechanical air 
supply. Regardless of budget, getting basic design principles right 
will always ensure the project is set in the right direction.”

Chromatic comforts and customisation
When looking to increase comfort, designers cannot overlook the 
psychological effects that colour choices have on office users. If 
you assume that most people get a proper eight hours of sleep, 
full-time workers spend upwards of 36% of their waking hours 
each week at their workplace. While most people are able to 
choose what colours they are surrounded with at home, chances 
are employees have little to no say on which hues envelop them 
day in and day out at the office.

“As we see more commercial spaces starting to blur the lines 
between home and office – comfort is key to productivity, so the 
colours we wrap around us have a big impact on how we work in 
these spaces. I see colours softening away from stark whites; off-
whites paired with soft muddy greys, such as Resene Foggy Grey, 
can create a soothing atmosphere,” says Sonia.

“Feature walls will always be a great way to create impact 
within larger spaces, so I see these staying but shifting away from 

below: Beautiful use of colour, artwork and vintage furniture creates 
an engaging and homey vibe at Cosmic HQ. The project took home 
the Resene Total Colour Commercial Interior Office Colour Maestro 
Award in 2021. Bathroom walls in Resene Rouge flatter users to 
improve their mood, warm Resene Wan White brings comfort to the 
staffroom, Resene Shadowy Blue and Resene Awash create chill vibes 
in the wholesale and management office areas while Resene Half Turbo 
and Resene Black ensure fire egress doors are clearly marked. Design 
by Common Architecture + Interior Design, www.common.nz, colour 
selection by Daniel Sullivan and Jenna Ingram, build by Jones and Wyatt 
Construction, images by Sarah Rowlands, www.sarahrowlands.co.nz.
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top tip
Timber has become a popular choice for office flooring, 
walls and ceilings. However, even if you’re going for a 
natural look, interior timber still needs protection from 
harmful UV to maintain the look and integrity of the 
material – something a clear coat alone can’t provide. 
Specify both a Resene Colorwood wood stain and a Resene 
clear coat, such as Resene Aquaclear for walls and ceilings 
and Resene Qristal ClearFloor on flooring, to make sure 
your timber surfaces have the protection they need to last.

Resene  
Shadowy Blue
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straight charcoals into deep blue greens like Resene 
Warrior or Resene Atomic which can be accessorised 
by warmer earthy tones or mustards such as Resene 
Sante Fe and Resene Hot Toddy.”

Clark also predicts more use of colour and natural 
materials ahead and a pull away from stark white. He 
encourages designers to be more daring in their colour 
choices in general. “Look into the heart of any project 
and ask yourself as a designer: do these walls have to 
be white?”

Daniel predicts both vivid and subdued hues to trend. 
He believes bright, bold, fresh colours, chalky/dusty hues 
and whites and neutrals will all have their place in the 
future of workspace design as it progresses over the next 
year and a half. But he also thinks there will be an increase 
in opportunities to customise offices through colour.

“We’re really keen to explore colour and finish palettes 
that have a direct or conceptual association with the 
projects we’re engaged with. Using corporate branding 
colours certainly isn’t a new idea in commercial fitouts, 
but the interest and energy for us to be able to explore 
new and subtle ways to do it is growing,” Daniel says.

For Cosmic HQ, his team worked collaboratively 
with artist Jenna Ingram to extrapolate the hues from 
the brand’s rainbow logo and use them throughout the 
workspace design, including Resene Casal in the shared 
work area, a bathroom in Resene Rouge and Resene 
Half Turbo in the boardroom. Together, Daniel and Jenna 
clearly identified and individualised each department 

right top and bottom: The interior of Sanford’s head office 
in Auckland is full of nods to the company’s history and 
connections to the sea. General walls in Resene Carefree, 
dining room feature wall in Resene Dali, meeting room door in 
Resene Bellbottom Blue, brickwork in Resene Cemseal, timber 
beams in Resene Dark Oak wood stain and timber flooring 
in Resene Qristal ClearFloor. Design by GHDWoodhead 
creativespaces, www.creativespaces.co.nz, build by Cobalt 
Interiors, www.cobaltinteriors.co.nz, painting by Valco Painting, 
image by Michelle Weir, www.studioweir.com.

to reflect their interpretation of the theme or mood 
associated with each specific area.

“Each project will always have its own unique briefing 
and requirements, but breakaway spaces, areas that 
can be opened up or closed down that allow for more 
flexibility within floorplates help to create dynamic 
workspaces. Use of colour and natural materials, natural 
light and clever acoustic treatments all play together for 
the desired outcome,” adds Daniel.

Natural healing
Architects and designers have long been aware of the 
benefits that bringing elements of the outdoors in has on 
building users. But now that we have an official term for 
principles that increase each project’s connectivity to the 
natural environment – biophilic design – clients are also 
becoming more educated on the topic and know to ask 
for it. With the amount of time workers spend confined 
indoors during their workday, including references to 
nature – both direct and indirect – is more than a trend 
in offices. Biophilic design has health, environmental and 
even economic benefits for both building occupants and 
the adjacent urban environments.
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Designer top tips

“Designers need to put away their 
preconceived ideas and standard corporate 
design methodologies. Each client is different; 
listen to them and their people. Trust your 
instincts and be adventurous. People need to 
want to come to work and to be inspired, and 
it’s our role as designers to deliver experiences 
that make people’s lives better.”
Clark Pritchard, Director, StudioPritchard

“Ensure people have options to work 
how they want, when they want. Future-
proofing spaces by building in flexibility 
will pay dividends in the long run.”
Sonia Prince, Senior Interior Designer, Hierarchy Group

“Engaging and collaborating with specialists 
and taking the time to really work through 
client briefing and project requirements will 
always be top priorities to ensure successful 
project outcomes.”
Daniel Sullivan, Architect and Director, Common

Earthy finishes like timber and colours drawn from nature 
are by and large the most popular material choices for 
office design currently, and it’s unlikely the appetite for this 
will change anytime soon. Wood clad walls and ceilings are 
everywhere, especially in light to medium warm timber stain 
colours or whitewashes like Resene Colorwood Whitewash, 
Resene Colorwood Natural and Resene Colorwood Rock Salt 
topped with waterborne clear coats like Resene Aquaclear, 
which offer an increased biophilic response by showcasing the 
natural grain. Hues like forest green, moss green, terracotta 
and watery green blues such as Resene Palm Green, Resene 
Spanish Green, Resene Wild West and Resene Breeze are 
obvious picks for painted surfaces for their ties to the land 
and sea. But golden sunshine yellows like Resene Fuel Yellow 
are also being used in meeting areas where designers want to 
create more energy and engagement.

The introduction of indoor plants is wildly popular for interior 
workspaces – especially those that are known air purifiers. But 
by adding physical natural elements to the external areas of 
office buildings through planters, trees, rain gardens and green 
roofs, these structures can manage stormwater runoff better 
as there are fewer imperviable surfaces and better infiltration. 
Adding greenery to outdoor balconies or patio areas where 
workers can enjoy their breaks amongst nature also reduces 
emissions and the heat island effect, as carbon is reduced 
through sequestration in the plant roots during photosynthesis. 
Plus, shading of streets and structures using vegetation can 
reduce the amount of heat absorption normally found in 
asphalt or other dark surfaces. When done at scale across an 
entire street, this can offer a cooling effect to keep ambient 
temperatures lower for pedestrians – something that’s going to 
become increasingly important.

right: Deep colours and lower lighting levels create calm in the 
quiet areas of Spaces Karangahape Road. Custom built joinery 
in Resene Cinder with select shelves in Resene Kandinsky, 
ceiling in Resene Half Cobblestone, accent wall and doors 
(back left) in Resene Cinder and other wall (back right) in 
Resene Half Alabaster. Design by Hierarchy Group, painting 
by Competitive Painters, image by Amanda Thomas.
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The key demographics that we should be designing and 
building office spaces for, Millennials and Gen Z, have grown up 
cognisant of the climate crisis and the impending challenges it 
imposes, with many feeling a personal responsibility to do their 
part. As older Millennials are now in their early 40s, this group 
is beginning to reach the age where they are becoming your 
clients – and given their level of awareness, they will be looking 
for more meaningful implementation of environmentally-
conscious choices over ‘greenwashing’.

“I’ve definitely seen a shift in thinking around the 
environmental footprint of companies,” says Sonia. “This is 
being demonstrated through the physical space and use of 
materials and finishes within a fitout, but also through the 
facilities provided which can enable workers to reduce their own 
carbon footprint and things like flexible work hours and working 
from home scenarios.”

She predicts that this type of thinking is likely to not only 
affect the way that space is used, but also the size of the 
floorplate that designers have to work with as clients wrestle 
with the logistical and planning challenges of figuring out how 
much space is enough to serve the needs of the business. Even 
in the immediate future, pandemic-related lockdowns have 
already caused many companies to start to explore alternative 
options to reduce space use and minimise overhead costs.

“I don’t believe we’ve seen the full impact of Covid-19 on 
workplace design yet,” Clark agrees. “We’ll have to wait and see.” 
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