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Abstract Informal face-to-face communication and chance encounters encourage knowledge
sharing. This Post-Occupancy Evaluation (POE) examines how well a new building of a Dutch
University Institute (DI) supported interaction and perceived privacy among faculty members.
The study is designed as a qualitative research project with in-depth interviews among faculty
members before and after relocation into the new building. The transparent and centrally
organized floor plan supported face-to-face communication but generated a lack of privacy
for faculty members. Not all perceived affordances of the design were planned. Lack of visual
privacy and the sense of being controlled by others were related to the hierarchical position of
teachers in this Higher Education Institute (HEI) between students and the dean, which caused
tension and diminished their well-being.
ª 2020 Higher Education Press Limited Company. Production and hosting by Elsevier B.V. on
behalf of KeAi. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

University buildings are designed to facilitate core activ-
ities, such as knowledge sharing between teachers and
students and among scholars (Chapman, 2006; Temple,
2009). It concerns both formal interaction in classrooms
and informal interaction through face-to-face encounters.
The latter is particularly important, because knowledge
(S.A. Bentinck).
f Southeast University.
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sharing is achieved partly through the exchange of tacit
knowledge, and therefore highly personal (intuition, ideas,
values) and difficult to teach (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and
Konno, 1998). Active engagement of teachers and stu-
dents is imperative (Dhanaraj et al., 2004; Robert et al.,
2009). A POE (Post-occupancy evaluation) was undertaken
to investigate whether the architectural design supports
interaction between students and staff as a means to sup-
port tacit knowledge sharing. A POE allows us to learn
which design characteristics make informal knowledge
sharing possible and to develop further insights into the
affordances of architectural design (Wener et al., 2016).
The concept of affordances (Gibson, 1986) refers to the
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way people link affordances, or perception and meaning, in
the architectural design of the building to their perceptions
of user behavior and attributed meaning.

POEs addressing the importance of informal knowledge
sharing are scarce, partly because itmay be difficult to obtain
cases with sufficient information about whether the design
brief explicitly mentions the importance of informal encoun-
ters between staff and students. Therefore, the development
of a new building for an existing university department offers
an important opportunity to perform such a POE. The brief for
the new building emphasized informal knowledge sharing and
aimed for an open and transparent building to symbolize the
institute’s working and learning climate, which was inter-
preted by the architect as calling for spatial openness and the
use of glass partitions.

The design brief also included a description of workplaces
for employees. Their additional needs allowed us to learn
about the way the design interpretation met different and at
times conflicting requirements. For employees, the abundant
use of glass partitionsmight havebeenat oddswith their need
for architectural privacy (Kim and de Dear, 2013; Sundstrom
et al., 1980). The new design offered the possibility to study
whether the need for architectural privacy interfered with
the need to facilitate face-to-face communication and sub-
sequent tacit knowledge sharing. Therefore, this study aims
to investigate the meaning faculty members assigned to the
actual use of the building and to address whether tacit
knowledge sharing is supported by informal face-to-face
communication, including privacy, through the affordance
of the open and transparent design of the building.

In this first section knowledge sharing and face-to-face
communication are reviewed, followed by a discussion on
architectural privacy and control over interactions and
their implications for the designed campus environment. In
the second section, the study design is explained, followed
by the findings, and ending with summary and discussion.

1.1. Knowledge sharing and the role of face-to-face
communication

Knowledge can be differentiated into explicit and tacit
knowledge. Explicit knowledge is all knowledge that can be
coded (words, numbers), whereas tacit knowledge is per-
sonal and implicit and concerns the knowledge of know-
how. Both types of knowledge are intertwined (Nonaka,
1994). In the remainder of this study, explicit knowledge
is ignored because it does not rely necessarily on face-to-
face communication.

The transfer of tacit knowledge is best facilitated by a
shared physical space and face-to-face communication
because tacit knowledge requires personal interaction
(Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Konno, 1998) and thus, depends
on spatial design. Proximity and seeing each other at work
will stimulate informal encounters by offering awareness of
the activities of other people (Appel-Meulenbroek et al.,
2017; Becker, 2007; Toker and Gray, 2008). Furthermore,
chance encounters provide serendipitous possibilities for
exchanging ideas, inspiration, and new relationships (Levin
and Cross, 2004). Consequently, transparently designed
buildings are thought to support knowledge sharing
(Becker, 2007; Rashid et al., 2006).
However, transparent buildings and open spaces may
limit the possibility for users to withdraw from informal
social interactions (Becker, 2007; Oseland et al., 2011;
Sundstrom et al., 1982a).

1.2. Architectural privacy

Privacy is generally understood as having personal control
over the extent and timing of interactions, which generates
a sense of autonomy, identity, and self-esteem. Too much
contact may generate a sense of crowding, while too little
may generate a sense of social isolation (Altman, 1977, p.
67; Margulis, 1977, 2003a, 2003b, 2011). A person’s type of
work influences one’s sense of privacy (Hedge, 1982;
Kupritz, 2000b; 2011; Sundstrom et al., 1982b; Zalesny
and Farace, 1987), as does the physical environment
(Altman, 1977; Newell, 1995; Pastalan, 1970; Pedersen,
1997, 1999; Westin, 1967).

Architectural privacy is shaped by the environment that
regulates privacy. Sundstrom et al. (1980, p. 102) distin-
guished between architectural privacy and psychological
privacy. Architectural privacy stems from the degree of
visual and acoustic isolation provided by the physical
environment, whereas psychological privacy refers to the
sense of personal control over whether to engage with
others. Thus, architectural privacy can support psycholog-
ical privacy (Archea, 1977; Laurence et al., 2013; Newell,
1995; Sundstrom et al., 1980; Wohlers and Hertel, 2017).

The relationship between architectural privacy and
satisfaction is evidenced in studies of open-plan offices
using both mixed method (Kupritz, 2000a, 2011) and
quantitative approaches (Kim and de Dear, 2013; Maher and
von Hippel, 2005; Sundstrom et al., 1980; Sundstrom et al.,
1982a; Sundstrom et al., 1982b; Veitch et al., 2007). It has
long been recognized that satisfaction with communication
is associated with the degree of privacy: the higher degree
of privacy, the more satisfaction with communication.

Existing research addresses only the size and existence of
walls and doors, the height of partitions (Sundstrom et al.,
1982a), or age and job functions (Kupritz, 2003, 2011).
Except for Archea in 1977 (1977; Margulis, 2003a), none of
these studies addressed the meaning of the spatial implica-
tions of the architectural design of the building. The strong
emphasis on a merely technological, quantitative approach
points to the need for a more spatial analysis tailored to the
needs of specific user groups. Emphasizing spatial experience
and analysis of architectural affordances (Maier et al., 2009)
will help identify how specific users link the affordances of the
design to architectural and psychological privacy.

1.3. Knowledge sharing at a Higher Education
Institute

The voluntary character of tacit knowledge sharing requires
informal face-to-face communication, which in turn bene-
fits from the possibility of withdrawing and obtaining
architectural privacy. For this reason, HEIs (Higher Educa-
tion Institute) include physical informal meeting places in
their campus plans (Chapman, 2006; Temple, 2009).

One might argue that the wish to support tacit knowl-
edge sharing by supporting informal face-to-face



Fig. 1 Central staircase.
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communication calls for an open and transparent archi-
tectural design. However, such a spatial design might be at
odds with the need for psychological and architectural
privacy of other users. A lack of privacy and distraction may
especially cause dissatisfaction among people with mana-
gerial tasks or with tasks requiring concentration like fac-
ulty members (Hedge, 1982). Indeed, several reports have
shown that distraction and disturbance prevented faculty
members from doing concentrated work in the office,
causing them to work from home or elsewhere (Baldry and
Barnes, 2012; Elsbach and Pratt, 2007; Kim and de Dear,
2013; Lansdale et al., 2011). Significantly, such behavior
inhibits the desired face-to-face communication within the
HEI.

Another disadvantage of open-plan-offices in HEI is that
faculty members may demonstrate flight behavior to avoid
contact with pressing students (Becker et al., 1983). This
study found not only an increased absence from the office
but also a reduced quality of communication between
faculty and students as perceived by both parties. Teachers
may also perceive “normative pressure” due to a lack of
privacy, which may decrease their well-being (Evans and
McCoy, 1998). Normative pressure is thought to be an ef-
fect of being seen and identified, affirming their role re-
sponsibilities, and urging them to show the kinds of
behaviors that fit the social responsibilities aligned with
that role (Pastalan, 1970; Rasila and Rothe, 2012). An open
spatial design might thus be at odds with the need for
psychological and architectural privacy of users.

Because we would like to gain a better understanding of
how employees link affordances, or perception and mean-
ing, in the design of the building to their perceptions of
tacit knowledge sharing and need for privacy, we deliber-
ately chose to use a qualitative approach rather than a
quantitative approach. The objectives of the current case
study are, therefore, first, to identify whether perceived
architectural privacy influences informal knowledge
sharing, and second, to investigate what meaning faculty
members assigned to the actual use of the building. The
goal is to better understand how such meaning affects their
perceived architectural privacy and satisfaction with the
building. The availability of the design brief for the new HEI
building offers a unique opportunity to perform this POE.

2. The case Dutch University Institute DI

2.1. Background

The Institute studied is an undergraduate, English-taught
three-year residential liberal arts and sciences college
located in the Netherlands, with about 50% international
students. Faculty members only teach and are not allowed
to spend their time on research. In its first years, DI was
located in a temporary building; a new building was opened
in 2013 next to the existing dorms. The temporary “old”
building had a typical Dutch 19th-century school typology: a
long three-floor building with the main entrance and
staircase in the middle and a central corridor with class-
rooms on both sides towards the facades. Thus, for a few
months before relocation, the building was seriously
overcrowded.
In summer 2013, DI moved into the new building (5823
m2 gross, fit for 900 students) with lecture rooms, a com-
mon room, project rooms, study areas, meeting rooms, and
offices. The floorplan is a quadrangle with a large central
staircase extending from the common room on the ground
floor to the third floor (Fig. 1). The central staircase is
surrounded by open study areas and project rooms encir-
cled by classrooms and offices, the latter behind a lockable
corridor.

2.1.1. The brief
According to the mission and values of DI, the building is
intended to support social interaction and academic
excellence and to create an inspiring academic community
by encouraging interaction for knowledge acquisition and
sharing. The brief called for three layers:

1. An outer shell radiates openness, transparency and
accessibility. 2. A middle shell, a more enclosed area
where insiders meet (both formally and informally),
engage in debate, interact and where education and the
joint acquisition of knowledge play an important role. 3.
An inner shell provides security, a place where students,
teachers, and staff from different cultures find peace
and space for themselves, a place for concentration and
serious study. (Design Brief, 2009, p. 9 translated).

The brief further asked for a balance among costs (based
on the exploitation of DI), functionality, ambitions and the
wishes of faculty and students.
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2.2. Method

The POE is designed as qualitative research with semi-
structured in-depth interviews and related observations
using an interpretivist approach (Bowen, 2006; Thornberg,
2012). The use of an interpretivist approach reflects the
fact that different interviewees may assign different
meanings and interpretations as to how the building ad-
dresses their needs for privacy and tacit knowledge sharing
(Yazan, 2015). Interviews were held in three stages. First, a
few months before relocation and to avoid the kind of
biased memories of the old building entails, interviews
addressing the old temporary building were conducted as a
reference. Shortly after relocation, the new building was
visited, and the first impressions of the users were
collected through informal unrecorded interviews. In the
third stage, nine months after relocation, in-depth in-
terviews were held in the new building. According to place
attachment theory, people become more aware of their
attachment preferences shortly after relocation because of
the discontinuity of identity (Milligan, 2003), and therefore
data analyses relied mainly on the third stage of data
collection.

In the next two subsections, we will discuss participants
and data collection in more detail.

2.2.1. Participants
In the research using the institute’s newsletter, employees
and students were invited to participate in the study. The
interviewer (SB) also approached people, partly at
random, partly through snowballing. Interviews with non-
scientific staff and students were conducted for triangu-
lation. Table 1 summarizes data on the interviews. In-
terviewees were anonymized with fake names according to
their gender. Unlike the Stage 2 interviews, Stages 1 and 3
were in-depth, semi-structured interviews. From the 46
interviews, 8 were held in English and the remainder in
Dutch.

2.2.2. Data collection
The interviews were structured around themes to discover
what meaning interviewees attach to the building and
whether it was influenced by the relocation (See appendix 1
for the interview questions):
Table 1 Overview of conducted interviews.

Interviews Stage March 1,
2012

Stage 2 Oct/
Nov2012

Stage
March
3,
2013

Gender Male Female M F M F

Students 5 2 3 1 5 4
Non-academics 2 1 1 1 2
Academics 3 1þdean 5 1þdean 6 1
Total 14 13 19
� Use of amenities and mobility in the neighborhood or city;
� Feasibility of the building in supporting (in)formal
knowledge sharing, social interaction;

� Feeling at home, the meaning of the building, current
and previous expectations.

The interviews were recorded with the consent of the
interviewees and transcribed in part. Coding was done
using ATLAS. ti version 7 using the concepts described in the
literature review as sensitizing concepts to guide further
data analyses. Face-to-face communication, core activity,
leisure, and building characteristics were used as deductive
codes, while attachment, identity, privacy, and hierarchy
were added as inductive codes. Codes were subsequently
combined into code families describing the following:

� Formal and informal face-to-face communication
� Attachment and identity
� Core activity
� Privacy
� Leisure
� Building characteristics, including transparency.

3. Findings

3.1. The old building: not an inviting exchange
environment

The old building was explicitly meant as a temporary fa-
cility. Staff and students complained of the lack of places
for confidential and small group discussions. Students Isolde
and Derek commented most clearly on the building typol-
ogy of DI-1: It is “all corridors and closed doors.”

Student Derek on feeling at home: “Could be better.
When I see the new building, it looks more open. The big
room where everybody meets each other. Here it is
stairs and corridors; it is a little bit closed.”

Student Isolde: “This building is not very inspiring, it is
too uniform with logos and banners everywhere, no
creative space. Not a place where you walk and sud-
denly come up with an idea.”

Privacy was hardly mentioned in the old building. How-
ever, the overall shortage of space was mentioned by
multiple staff members as creating congestion in facilities
intended for confidential conversations.

All seven staff members mentioned the popularity of the
“staff canteen,” which was a small kitchen with a table. In
contrast, the canteen or “common room” was seen by
teachers as a typical student’s place, as Dr. Nicolas said:
“The students are sitting at those tables and you are
following an obstacle course through the canteen to the
other side.” (translated). This spatial separation between
students and staff, combined with a lack of overall space,
made Dr. Gabriel sigh: “There is no space for faculty to
meet with students. The common room is too public. I feel
uncomfortable with all these other students around.” The
old building was seen by faculty members as crowded, not
suitable for confidential conversations, and except for the
staff canteen, was not suitable for social interactions.
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3.2. The new building: “open and transparent”

The new building was entirely the opposite of the old
building. This difference may be partly because it was
meant to accommodate 900 students in the future. The
brief underscored the importance of interaction and
knowledge exchange but did not mention the need for
privacy of staff. The aspiration of the client and the ar-
chitect was to realize an icon, open and accessible, with a
core for concentration and study. Indeed, openness and
transparency of the new building are a striking feature
according to the respondents. They described the new
building as “modern” and “open,” typically referring to the
central staircase (Fig. 1) connecting surrounding open study
areas and the entrance to the group offices (Fig. 3).
Transparency and openness support face-to-face interac-
tion, thereby increasing the chances of knowledge sharing
through serendipitous encounters (Appel-Meulenbroek et
al., 2017; Becker, 2007; Rashid et al., 2006; Toker and
Gray, 2008). The lively, transparent architecture was truly
appreciated by Dr. Charl-Heintz who stated the following:

“I can enjoy the space. I can (.) walk around and go to
those big American-looking large student rooms (.). It’s
nice to see those young people there.” (translated)

Dr. Charles mentioned openness as an improvement to
the old building because it enhances knowledge sharing
through informal encounters. He thought it was a good
building to teach in.

“I like to walk around here. (.) I have started to think
more positively about it in the past six months. I think it
works, in the sense that you see each other more than in
the old building. In the old building (.) you could die
without anyone knowing.”(translated)

However, the openness and transparency had down-
sides, such as a lack of auditory and visual privacy. This lack
of privacy distracted people and interfered with concen-
trated work and reflection, both of which are necessary for
the process of knowledge creation. Students, for instance,
complained about distraction and noise in the study area.
Student Martin:
Fig. 2 Visibility of persons in tutor room and clear sight lines.
“As I walk through the building, I see that most people
are trying to study. The desire, the drive, you can see it,
but as a practical matter it usually does not work opti-
mally because of that piano and it is always noisy ( .),
and you run into people so it feels more like a large
canteen than like real study areas.” (translated)

The tutor rooms have fully glazed walls facing the public
domain to prevent (suspicions of) socially undesired
behavior. These glass partitions dissatisfied tutors and
evoked adaptive behavior, by putting students with their
back to the glass to maintain the visual privacy of their
tutee (Fig. 2).

Dr Zelda: “(.) I always make sure they (students) are
sitting with their back to the window so that those who
walk by cannot see anything” (translated).

Dr Charles: “Because everything is very open, very
glassy, (.) The tutor rooms are aquariums. That’s not
handy. But (.) it is not negotiable” (translated).

Masking of the glass partitions by taping over with foil or
posters was not allowed anywhere in the building. Person-
alization of workplaces was not strictly prohibited, but the
intention was to share desks so that decoration was allowed
only at the group level to demarcate the offices of a specific
group. At the time of the interviews, offices (Fig. 3) with
about six to ten desks organized around the groups of sci-
entific disciplines were only slightly personalized mainly in
ways that enabled identification of the group.

Visibility made it easier for students to find teachers,
who reported little restraint on the part of students to
approach them preferably outside the group office.

Dr Charles: “Because we are in such a glass office, which
has the advantage that students just stay outside and
don’t come in every time. That always happened in the
old building. Here they see you sitting, so they wait until
you make eye contact, so that’s fine.” (translated).

However, the approachability was perhaps a bit too easy
as students showed “very little restraint,” as Dr Zelda
called it (translated).

Accessibility was seen as valuable in an education
building, but visibility evoked mixed feelings because of the
lack of visual privacy for faculty members. Not all faculty
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members experienced the lack of visual privacy in the same
way. For instance, the more senior Dr Edward was more
relaxed and developed strategies to cope with the cir-
cumstances by taking the emergency stairwells. The
different meanings Dr Zelda and Dr Edward assigned to a
lack of visual privacy might have to do with a difference in
age. The variance might also highlight a gender difference
(Bodin Danielsson and Theorell, 2019; Kupritz, 2000a, 2003;
Newell, 1994; Wohlers and Hertel, 2017).

3.3. Lack of privacy in the new building

As multiple interviewed faculty members mentioned, the
lack of visual privacy in the new building contrasted with the
old situation. Some referred to a lack of privacy for tutored
students. Others meant a lack of intimacy and mentioned
the impossibility of withdrawing. As noted above, privacy
involves having personal control over the extent and timing
of interactions. The non-scientific staff had almost no com-
plaints about privacy or visibility, which may be due to the
secluded location (not connected to the staircase) of their
open-plan-offices, showing that a person’s type of work and
the physical environment (Altman, 1977; Newell, 1995;
Pastalan, 1970; Pedersen, 1997, 1999; Westin, 1967) influ-
ence one’s sense of privacy (Hedge, 1982; Kupritz, 2000b;
2011; Sundstrom et al., 1982b; Zalesny and Farace, 1987).
However, the scientific staff mentioned a troublesome
perceived lack of personal control.

3.3.1. Personal control
Scientific staff felt a lack of privacy because of a lack of
personal control. The physical possibility of withdrawal and
the personal control to do so are important in workplace
satisfaction (Maher and von Hippel, 2005; Oldham and
Fried, 1987) and concentrated work (Parkin et al., 2011).
Some scientific staff members had already mentioned is-
sues regarding personal control in the old building:

Dr Nicolas: “I cannot relax enough, that would require
more space. More space and fewer situations where
space is shared very intensively. (.) If you share a space
so intensely with three people, it’s very hard to be
relaxed. ( .) More privacy, more breathing space is
necessary.” (translated).

In the new building faculty members signaled stress and
the urge to withdraw much more clearly:

Dr Gabriel: “(.) I just need a little bit of thought, (.)
places where I can withdraw a little bit and talk with
people and have some intimacy with people. I don’t
think the building has that kind of thing, (.).”

Teachers emphasized the importance of interaction with
students but experienced stress due to a perceived lack of
control over the frequency, time and duration of those in-
teractions. Indeed, some teachers took rather drastic
measures to regain personal control, like Dr Edward who
regained control by using the fire escape staircase regularly
and choose the central staircase only when he wanted to be
seen: “Then I deliberately choose not to take the fire
escape, (.) and I’ll find out who I meet. You make sure you
are visible on purpose at certain times.” (translated).
3.3.2. External control
Teachers experienced a sense of crowding and longed for
privacy away from students to work (together) undisturbed
and unseen. The transparency and openness of the building
forced them to keep their role and maintain authority
constantly. The urge to “keep up appearances” is voiced
clearly by Dr Zelda on chance meetings with her students.
Although she supports the importance of contact with stu-
dents, she emphasizes the different role she has as a teacher,
which clearly is not always obvious to the students involved.

“I think it’s important that there’s some sort of distance,
anyway. So, it is clear that you are a teacher, that you
are not one of them, that you also have a role other than
them, (.) that it is a relationship where they cannot
always demand everything from me, (.), and not al-
ways have access to me. And then you have to indicate
boundaries and it helps to ensure them if boundaries are
also physical.” (translated)

She clearly stated that the constant urge to behave ac-
cording to her role responsibilities added to her mental
strain, because she had too few options to withdraw. It “is
also more difficult than if you are a man . to enforce that
respect and those relations ( .)” (translated). Indeed Buck
and Tiene (1989), (pp. 176e177) also found that “attractive
female teachers may have more difficulty exercising their
authority in the classroom”. The lack of privacy exerts even
stronger pressure on young or female teachers’ well-being.

The mentioned lack of privacy can be interpreted as a
signal that the desired state of privacy, referred to as
reserve, could not be realized with these students. Reserve
is a state of privacy amidst other people, made possible by
the tactful consideration of the others, where one can hide
personal information by actively limiting interaction
(Pastalan, 1970; Pedersen, 1997, 1999). Apparently, not all
students had the empathy or politeness to respect the
privacy of the teachers, as Dr Zelda said:

“for some students, it’s just a little confusing that we
have such close contact, that we are so committed to
them. And then you soon raise expectations.. You must
also not expect 18- and 19-year old to understand that
subtlety. (.)” (translated)
3.3.3. Territory of peers
The need for personal privacy and reserve expressed by Dr
Zelda might be related to the need for a shared territory
with peers. Places where peers meet each other increase
mutual trust necessary for knowledge sharing (Heerwagen
et al., 2004). Such a territory affords well-being and
belonging (Vischer, 2008) and thus contributes to a
perception of architectural privacy. Dr Zelda’s problem was
increased after relocation because the new building
intentionally omitted a dedicated staff canteen similar to
that in the former temporary building. This decision was
intended to force the staff to mingle more with students.

Dr Tom: “The reason I do not use the canteen itself: it’s
a very visible place. You are seen by everyone ( .). If
you are having lunch, I would like to have a quieter place
for lunch and not be disturbed by the people who come
by. (.)” (translated).
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The staff perceived their territory to have decreased
with just the office wing for employees, without any other
replacement in or outside the building. Thus, employees
such as Dr Tom appear to have resigned themselves to the
spatial affordances by withdrawing.

3.3.4. Hierarchy
The employees also experienced hierarchic supervision from
their dean, which affected their need for privacy further. It
has long been recognized that the possibility of being
watched by a supervisor is a dissatisfier (Sundstrom et al.,
1982b). Such a situation may arise as the management
testified to having a strong visionary pioneering mentality at
the time of the interviews. This mentality was perceived by
some as a high amount of external control and top-down
hierarchy as evidenced by statements of employees, such
as “it is not negotiable,” or expressed dismay over the de-
cision not to include a staff canteen, or sometimes even an
outspoken fear of expressing themselves in the interviews.

The layout of the building reinforced this sentiment. The
office of the dean was a floor-to-ceiling glazed room next to
the central staircase, originally designed as a meeting room
(Fig. 4). Faculty members expressed reluctance to pass by
this so-called “aquarium.” Two interviewed faculty mem-
bers bypassed the big staircase and took the emergency
stairs to avoid control and interaction. Another teacher
who was unaware of this alternative complained of the
impossibility of going unnoticed either to the canteen or to
another floor. The hesitation in using the central staircase
might be the expression of the lack of visual privacy and the
sensation of being controlled:

Dr Tom: “when you go down you will be seen too. Visi-
bility, very nice on the one hand, and on the other hand
you think twice before moving around (.) you have to
go through the entire staircase. Just like I have trouble
going to the 3rd. In the old building, it was more
corridor-like, much smaller, less light, you could move
around unseen ( .). Certain tension to be seen all the
time. Feeling little privacy.” (translated).

Clearly, the faculty members felt trapped between the
external control of students and the hierarchic supervisor
because of the particularity of the building, which may put
them under strain (Evans and McCoy, 1998).
Fig. 4 Dean’s office on the left.
4. Summary and discussion

This POE aims to investigate the meaning that faculty
members assign to the actual use of the building and ad-
dresses whether tacit knowledge sharing is supported by
informal face-to-face encounters through the affordance of
an open and transparent building design. This study high-
lights the importance of a better balance between the need
to encourage informal knowledge sharing and the need for
architectural privacy among teaching staff. Up to a certain
level, an open and transparently designed building may
enhance social encounters and contribute to informal
knowledge sharing. However, as this study reveals, too
much openness and transparency may inhibit social en-
counters and place pressure on teachers. These findings
suggest that supportive design needs to allow for archi-
tectural privacy and personal control. The current study
illustrates that architects need to be aware that external,
hierarchical control can inhibit tacit knowledge exchange.
Faculty members may avoid interaction with students by
warding them off or fleeing. Combined with the culture of
the organization, the building affords the opposite of what
the brief intended, that is, to foster informal interaction
and tacit knowledge sharing.

The transparency of the building evoked a lack of visual
privacy in faculty members. This lack of privacy appears to
be the consequence of the management’s desire to carry
out transparency explicitly as the organizational culture.
For teachers, however, visibility is stressful and undermines
their ability to achieve a desired state of reserve. We
consider this the transparency paradox. Though trans-
parency can stimulate knowledge sharing through aware-
ness, the unforeseen affordance of transparency is reduced
autonomy and well-being for faculty members because of a
lack of privacy. This lack of visual privacy and the feeling of
being controlled is demonstrated in the reluctance of fac-
ulty members to use the central staircase. Consequently,
the faculty members spent less time wandering through the
building or used the emergency stairwell, which offered the
possibility of escaping temporarily from external control
over their interactions.

The territoriality of staff was decreased further by the
elimination of the “staff canteen,” which compounded
their unmet need to withdraw and relax. The expressed
wishes of faculty members to withdraw as a reaction to too
much uncontrolled interaction with students suggest fac-
ulty flight (Becker et al., 1983). Ultimately, this reaction
could lead to avoiding the building altogether.

The urge to withdraw highlights a lack of personal con-
trol over the intensity of interaction and the perceived
stress over the experienced distraction and frustrated
concentrated work. The intensity of the perceived lack of
personal control over time, space and exercised role may
be related to gender and age, and this possibility deserves
further investigation.

The existence of “strategic” sight lines (Fig. 2) rein-
forced the sense of being under constant surveillance that
arose from the transparency of the building. Visual sur-
veillance through sight lines was applied in extrema in the
18th-century panopticon prison as a means of exercising
power (Kornberger and Clegg, 2004). In the new building,
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such a meaning may be assigned to the way the manage-
ment used the glass-walled office next to the central
staircase, which the architect originally intended as a
meeting room. The glass-walled room is not in its own right
a cause of dissatisfaction. Indeed, its meaning is derived
from the perceived use of the space based on the organi-
zational culture at the time of the study. Interestingly,
even after a couple of years and a personnel change in
management staffing, the office of the dean remained the
same with no noticeable changes made.

The emphasis in the brief was on building a community of
learners and interaction that focused more on students than
on teachers. One could argue that the inner shell of the
three layers, mentioned in the brief for the building (see
Section 2.1.1), which should have provided security as a
place for concentration and ownership, was realized insuf-
ficiently for at least some faculty members. The openness
and desire for interaction hampered the needed “space for
themselves.” The intended creation of a home for students
and teachers bore little real fruit for the latter and seemed
meant primarily to serve students. The lack of territoriality
for faculty members and their voiced lack of reserve might
be interpreted as a lack of designated, or even secluded,
areas for different role holders, here teachers and students.
This absence may be misinterpreted by young students who
may not be sensitive to the teachers’ need for reserve. This
might be particularly true because the dean had a desig-
nated space of her own, reflecting the hierarchy. One might
argue that in educational buildings, designated areas should
help young students acquire proper role behavior by dis-
tinguishing among the different roles. The interrelatedness
between territoriality and acquiring social norms deserves
further research.

While this POE is a qualitative study with a limited number
of interviewees, it nevertheless lends support to the devel-
opment of good practices in designing HEI. By using the
available design brief coupled with in-depth interviews, this
study adds valuable insights by contrasting the design brief
with the different meanings that the staff assigned to the
spatial design. It is not intended to be an argument for
generalizing its outcomes towards the design of other types of
school buildings. Instead, as highlighted here, the study
stresses the importance of better identifying the needs of
different groups of end-users in the design of such buildings,
because the privacy issues experienced by some staff mem-
bers could potentially have been recognized earlier in the
design process.
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