So it’s already 2008 and it’s comforting to know that
the jungle drums are banging louder than ever. It
appears as though the festive break has given the
gossip mongers out there the opportunity to invent a
whole new series of wild and wonderful industry tales.

he problem for us is that, like a gold

speculator at the Klondike, we have to
sieve through tons of rubbish before we
spot something shiny and glittering.

In the top 10 of repeated stories to hit
our ears over the past few years has been
the one that goes ‘Steelcase are moving
into Clerkenwell’. So, if you repeat
something enough times it does come
true!

Towards the tail end of 2007 the global
leading furniture manufacturer’s London
operation did indeed vacate its Eversholt
Street premises and join the marvellous
merry-go-round that is the EC furniture
trail. And they did so in some style.

The impressive new WorkLife London
space on Farringdon Road is the result of
an exciting collaboration between Steelcase
and that dynamic design duo
PearsonLloyd. Hardly a typical corporate
move, we muse aloud. Steelcase Design
Manager Emma Mitchell and Marketing
Director Karin Gintz agree, but then again
they probably would. This is, after all, new
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Steelcase. This is a forward-thinking,
energetic, visible and doing-very-well-
indeed-thanks-for-asking kind of
operation, and the new home has been
developed to represent this.

We discover that there has been some
truth to the rumours for quite a time now.
‘Our lease was coming up on our
Eversholt Street space; Emma confirms.
“That always gives you an opportunity to
think about how to move forward. We saw
the opportunity to relocate and we looked
around various buildings in London. It was
important for us as a company to have a
shopfront, with regards to the retail side of
things, which we had never had before.

‘Finding a property in London with that
shopfront was quite a challenge, so when
we did find this building it essentially gave
us a timeline!

“This was approximately two years ago,
Karin reveals. ‘Euston was not the best
place for us to be. It was inconvenient for
customers and we didn’t have a shopfront.
It was also a very impractical space, it had
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very high ceilings and really didn’t work for
us as a furniture showroom’

Furthermore, the WorkLife centre in
Euston was also a working space for
Steelcase’s London staff — and was proving
less than ideal as an office as well as a
showspace. “When we made the decision to
move we decided to put into practice what
we do for our clients;, Emma tells us, ‘and
really look into how we work as an
organisation. It was quite interesting. We did
a number of pre-occupancy workshops
with our staff to find out what worked
within that facility, what they did like and
what they wanted to bring with them. We
looked at it from two perspectives in fact,
looking at things from our staft’s perspective
and also from our client’s perspective. I
think we pushed the boundaries of flexible
working in that space as far as they would
go. It was so open and so vast, it became
impersonal and impractical.

‘It was all hot desking, Karin takes over,
‘there were no barriers so you were always
open to everyone. This was good on one
hand, but did mean that you were always
being interrupted. People couldn’t get any
privacy and would complain that they

couldn’t focus if they needed to work on
presentations for example.

“The building lent itself to that — and it
was very hard to design a workspace out of
this, Emma reveals.

Add to this a series of extremely high
windows, a difficult to manage air
conditioning system and a location which
did not exactly lend itself to café culture,
and it is easy to see that Steelcase’s London
staff would welcome a move.

We ask how important location was, and
in particular whether it was part of the
remit to be on that Clerkenwell design trail.
“We didn’t want to move too far, we
recognise that our business needs to be
linked to the City, to our clients, to the
A&D community. We looked at a three mile
radius, Emma recalls, ‘from Great Portland
Street right out to Old Street. We did start
off looking in this area, although where we
looked was governed by the properties that
were available and what the property agents
were coming up with. We were open to
ideas — although this is absolutely ideal’

“There are so many things that our space
has to be used for, Karin explains. ‘It needs
to be a showroom, it needs to be a lively
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back with the ideas on how to deliver this
absolutely spot on.

‘It was interesting that, because they also
do interior design as well as product design,
they really understand products and space.
That really came across when they executed
the initial design brief. They really
understood what we do and what we were
trying to achieve with both this space and
our products within the space. It was a great
marriage of disciplines. They also, through
the work that they have done, have a great
network of people they deal with when it
comes to areas such as technology, lighting
and acoustics. That was a real positive for
us.

‘The lighting display we have beyond
reception, for example, is from the same
people who did the lighting for the London
Eye, Karin tells us. “We are the first to use
this software so we’ve really been able to
push some boundaries. Also, we didn’t want
to enclose spaces, so we have space pockets
on the ground floor which work without
fully enclosing the areas, and they have been
very smart by using different lighting and
acoustic levels, which provides a completely
different environment and private space
without it being closed oft”

‘They totally respected the architecture
of this building, Emma adds. “That was

another positive for us because it is a
stunning building and we weren’t looking
to completely transform it”

The new Steelcase London WorkLife
spans three floors, with the most interactive
space being the middle, street level floor,
where, during our meeting in one of the
smart pods, we are aware of constant
movement and, well, worklife without ever
feeling prying eyes on us or that
interruption was inevitable. The space
features a series of fantastic graphics, smart
and subtle branding and a variety of
touchdown spaces incorporating the latest
Steelcase offerings.

The floor above is the heart of the
operation, offering both Steelcase and
Steelcase Solutions clean, open, interactive
office space, discrete meeting facilities and
hot desking options. The lower ground
floor features the company’s storage, seating
and desking collections, while still providing
further breakout zones and private working
spaces within its stunning, vault-like
enclosures.

We can’t even come close to doing the
project justice in these few words, so we
recommend you take a look for yourselves.
Rumour has it that you’ll all be welcomed
with open...actually, it’s best we leave the
rumours to others!
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WorkLife centre that can show our
research, it needs to be a workspace, it needs
to be somewhere to host seminars and
events, it needs to be incredibly flexible.
Also, when I talk about a workspace, we
have both Steelcase and Steelcase Solutions
here, so we have the manufacturing arm
and the dealer activity. It was also very
important for us to provide a great facility
for our dealers as well — after all, our dealers
are our customer.

“This space was perfect because we could
isolate Steelcase Solutions and have

dedicated space still within the same

working floor for them. I think they are
extremely happy’

We ask, a touch cheekily, whether there
was any negativity about being another
furniture company in Clerkenwell. The
answer 1s a pretty resounding no.

Prior to our meeting, we were keen to
discover why this leading organisation had
strategically chosen Clerkenwell at this
time. It appears we are, like the people we
spoke of earlier, looking for stories where
no stories exist. Steelcase is clearly happy to
be in a more vibrant and well connected
location, but this was very much a
circumstantial move.

So, moving past the relocation, relocation
thing, we ask about the design brief for the
new space and the partnership with
PearsonLloyd. “The design brief was quite
complex, Karin says. “We have 21 WorkLifes
(or is that WorkLives?) around the world
and each 1s different. You will see something
very different if you visit the WorkLife in
Paris, for example, or Santa Monica or New
York. People work very differently in
London. Everything is quicker here and we
have to be able to react quickly to our
customers and our dealers.You also have a
lot of flexible working here, and because
everything happens so quickly we have to
be totally adaptable. The brief was that
everything in this space had to be flexible,
sustainable and adaptable so that in six
months or one year if we launch new
programmes we can adapt to that need
rather than specifying anything new. This is
very much a platform that we can adapt
and change as many times as we want.

“That came into our sustainable story
here; Emma continues. “We started to talk
about products and what we are designing
right now has to support whatever we do as
a business moving forward. This has to be a
backdrop for what we sell, and not be all
about high-end interiors. It has to support
us and help deliver our products.

And the PearsonLloyd collaboration? ‘It
was different, Karin grins. “They are an up
and coming design firm without being too
established. We wanted a practice that
would be extremely involved with us, that
would be passionate, that would listen to us
about what we wanted to deliver rather
than just doing what they wanted to do
without taking into account our needs.

“There was already a relationship in place
with PearsonLloyd, Emma takes over. “We
gave them the design brief — and this was a
very complicated design brief. As a business
we had all these different channels and
demands on the business, and they came
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