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In looking at offices and energy demand, we are primarily interested in certain 
aspects of offices and their servicing.  
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Our case studies 
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So our research focussed on the energy implications of the design and specification 
of ten new and refurbished office development projects in London. The ten cases 
included both new builds and refurbishments, were all developer led, and varied in 
size from 3 to 23 thousand square metres. 
 
We spoke to 49 individuals as part of our research – the majority of them being tied 
to one of our case studies. The interviews were used to draw out insights into why 
the buildings in question were designed and specified in the way they are. What we 
learned from talking to these people has led to the conclusions I want to introduce 
today and the identification of some challenges for discussion. 
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As seen above, the modelling and marketing of the office building, to achieve market 
standards, for comparability and competition, leads to: 
locking in of particular forms, designs and systems; 
ratcheting up of both individual standards and expectations. 
 
In addition, there is an attitude to building development and letting that is based on 
what interviewees have variously called the ‘iPhone approach’, the ‘gold standard’ 
being taken as the ‘baseline’, ‘more is better’, ‘BCO+’, and  so forth 
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Over the next four slides I want to outline the headline findings of our interviews. So 
we have three key points, but they all interrelate in various ways and build on one 
another. 
 
First, then, a fundamental issue that emerged from our discussion relates to the role 
of market standards. 
 
When we talk about market standards we are not referring to regulatory 
requirements. Rather we are referring to what is expected by the market in terms of 
design and specification of a building.  All our case study buildings adhere to these 
market standards. 
 
A starting point is the award of BREEAM Excellent, and relatedly an EPC rating of B. 
Perhaps more important, though, is adherence to the BCO Guide to Specification and 
what we call the cultural model of the marketable office – this model being 
associated with the idea of Grade A offices with big atria, large expanses of glass, 
white and bright floor plates with suspended ceilings etc.   
 
In particular, a more is better mentality now exists in terms of adhering to the BCO 
guidelines and the cultural model of the marketable office. So we heard a lot of 
stories about using the top of the BCO range as the minimum specification, and in 
many cases BCo plus 10% being expected. Similarly, bigger entrances and atria, more 
glass, brighter lighting etc are considered marketable.  
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And ultimately in valuation exercises using the Red book and other means such 
ratcheting up of specifications is rewarded. So we reach the conclusion that in terms 
of these market standards, what relatively recently was considered maximum 
specification is increasingly now considered minimum specification – what one 
interviewee called the iPhone mentality of ever ratcheting specification levels as 
standard. 
 
Now, the question is, why does that matter? 
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Well, most broadly, we might say that over-specification is now endemic.  
 
So the chart on the top left from the BCO’s own research shows that only the 
average and maximum groups of high demand occupiers actually need the levels of 
small power specified at the top end of the BCO guidance. But all of our case study 
buildings had provision for well in excess of the 25w/m2 guidance levels. So in 
virtually all cases, there is mass over provision of small power. 
 
So as the BCO conclude, designs are for absolute worst case scenarios which are 
highly unlikely ever to play out in a building, and certainly don’t need to be catered 
for as standard. 
 
Similarly, the chart on the bottom right shows effective densities according to a BCO 
survey. It reveals that when the effects of absenteeism, the rise of flexible working 
etc are taken into account, only 8% of the offices studied were occupied at the 1 
person per 10m2 level that our case studies were all designed to achieve – this being 
the market standard (and we are now moving to 1/8) 
 
Overall, then, we are designing for the peak needs of something like 5% of building 
occupiers – and even this 5% doesn’t need such specifications most of the time. 
 
Why does this matter for energy? Providing infrastructure doesn’t necessarily mean 
energy demand is created. 
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By designing for the peak you inevitably end up locking-in air conditioning as the 
main means of cooling, with all of the energy implications that come with it. 
 
So as many of you will be well aware, when modelling cooling and ventilation loads, 
the over specification we have described means theoretical loads are so high that it 
is very hard to avoid the 4 pipe fan coil system, and say include displacement 
ventilation.  
 
And even if modelling shows that non-ac systems are possible, there is also the issue 
that the suspended ceiling, hiding fan coils, is associated with that cultural model of 
the marketable office I discussed earlier, and so higher ceilings with exposed soffits 
is seen as too risky.  
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So what we have is a set of market standards that encourage over-specification 
because it is perceived to ensure maximum flexibility. But we have shown this means 
over specifying to meet the needs of 5%, something that seems to hard to justify, 
especially on energy grounds given that it leads to the designing-in of systems that 
increase energy demand, and the exclusion of systems such as displacement 
ventilation that can help reduce energy demand. 
 
The question is then, how to challenge this culture so that more appropriate 
specifications become the norm, and in turn more offices are specified with HVAC 
systems that are less energy demanding? How can standards in the future help in 
this process of promoting appropriate specification and the use of less energy 
demanding HVAC? 
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All these quotes com from a single interview with a representative of the West End 
Office Agents Society and emphasise that without such combined efforts to link 
design, ccupation, and workstyles, thekey actors seem to find it incredibly difficult to 
envisage alternatives, based on profit-seeking and risk aversion.  
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And hence we see 3 challenges that we want to discuss further with you today. 
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