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Building a career
brick by brick

entitled Universal Design Handbook (McGraw-Hili, 20(1). It was the first
comprekensive roandbook on universal design, with 69 chapter
contributions from around the world, dealing with policy, regulatory.
research, educational and other issues in addition to many case studies.
FP: Even as far back itS 1969. you were involved in the Associiltion
for the Study of Man-Environment Re!atiOfl5, ASMER, what were the
issuas being discussed back then?

WP: ASMER was founded by psychi~trist Hans Esser, who ~jso 5<lt
on my dissert~tion committee. The major issues had to do with man­
envilOllment relations, namely, the impact of the designed and built
environmE!l1t on the well-being of people.
FP: 'MIen talking about the effect of bUildings on the wellbeing of
people, what potential do buildings today have to enable a better
life for inhabitants?

WP, In the Habitability Framewor!c I devised;n 1983, 3 levels of
building performance are envisioned as far as people needs are
concerned:

Health, safety and SfJOJrity performance - these issues are addressed
by codes, zoning and other regulatory mech~nisms in order to protect
people from serious injuries and death in buildings.

Functionality, efficiency ~nd appropriate wor1cflow performance­
these issues are addressed by programming and design criteria typically
found in m~nuals ~nd guideline literature lowsing on specific building
!)peS.Social, psyd101ogical and cultural performance - These issues are
addressed by findings and recommendations from rese~rch studies
w+,ich are translated into planning and design guidance.

on the latest devcloprnents in post-oco.Jpancy evaluation and assessing
building performance, and quickly discovered the passion which
underlies this impressive career - undoubtedly Preiser's desire to explore
man's relationship with his greatest achievement, the built environmenL

With a PhD In Marl­
Environme<1t Re!<Itions
and a Masters of

ArdIitectlJre in Environmental
Systems, Preiser hitS remained a
sought after specialist and guest
speaker il1lorums and confernoces
around the world. Co-editor of this
month's revie'Ned book. Assessing
Building PerfOfl11ance, Preiser has
written countless publications,
articles and chapters related to
issues that have only recently
begun to get deserved widespread
media attention - Future Visions of
Urban Public Housing, BUildiflg
Pathology, Intelligent Office
Buildi"9 Evaluation, Quality
Improvement through Post­
Occupancy Evaluation, and
Researm on Armitecture and
Human Behaviour are just an
indicatioo of the authored topics
which give credence to tile scope
and depth of Preiser's expertise.

Following his recent retirement from the position itS Emeritus
Professor of An::hite<:wn> at the University of Cincinnati, Faality
PefSpedives' Melanie Drummond caught up with this prolific academic

FP: 'Mlat flrSl: sparked your interest in the effed of buildings oro
occupants and the environment? "-

W?: Here's the real story I was programmed to stlJdy electrical
engineering, wtlen on my last high sd100I vacation in Austria we ran into
my lather's best friend, the chief architect of the German railroad system.
At the end of the roike, I was convinced that architecture was for me.
After degrees from the Technical Un;ve'5lt1es in Vienna, Austria, and
Karlsruroe, Germany, I applied for 2 fellowships within 1 week, and I got
them both. One was for a year at the Hels;nki University of Technology
in Finland, where I met architect A1var Aalto, who represents a very
roumanistic approad'l to des;gn. This was followed by a Fulbrigrot
Fellowship to the US at Virginia Tech, where I did my second Masters
degree on assessing user needs in college dormitories, and I pursued
that evaluative stance for the next 40 years.

I also need to mention the major mentcn in my career. My ProD.
from Penn State was in "Man-Environment Relations" - that says it all.
My mentor was Dr, Hans Esser, a psydliatrist, and the other faculty
members were all sodal and systems scientists.

Then, when I wOO<.ed for the US Alrny Corps of Engineers Research
Laboratory in lIIin<HS in the Habitability Research Unit, my mentor was
world famous C)'bemetidst Dr. Heinz von Foerster, whose thinking
underlies my building performance assessment process model
FP; You won the lifetime achievement award from the Environmental
Design Research Association (EDRA) last year; can you teA us what
that was in recognition of?

WP: Jt relates to my co-edited (with Elaine Ostroff) reference work.
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FP: At the other extreme. what are the detrimental effects of a
pooriy-perfonning building on its inhabitants. and more widely, the
environment?

WP; The above levcls in reverse imply: people killed by buildings
Oike collapses). people getting sick (such as from gases like
formaldehyde); poorly sized and related spaces lead to inefficiencies
and lower productivity, etc.

legioonaires disease is an example of infected <lir h<lndling systems
making people side, or e~en killing them. &Jilding collapses are typically
caused by faulty stnJctur<ll systems. Radiation, though not perceptible by
humans, Ciln h<l~e serious heatth effects. Proven lung cancel" Cilusing
<lge<lts like asbestos ha~e to be removed at great cost. Full-spectrum
day lighting fixtures, though more expensive than traditional fluorescent
lighting, has beeIl shown to have many health benefits.
FP: A large p<lrt of your w(N'\c has involved Improving the Post
Oaupa"':)' Evaluation of buddings in order to achieve betteI'"
performance of a bu~ding throughout its life cyde. What are the key
issues surrounding Post-Q<xupanq Evaluation (POE) today?

WP:: Ard1itects don'! want to hear aOOut it and be accountable for
their misdeeds. The very fractured building industry is not stnJctured for
systematic feedb'3ck <lnd leaming from one's mistakes.

So-<.llled 'signature' ard1itects are the worst offendel5. Architects
should adopt the precedent-based processes of diagnosing problems
similarly to the fields of medicine and law. Beyond a tradition of
outstanding craftsma"ship, major Japanese corporations like Takenaka,
Shimizu, Kiljima and Obayashi are offering complete packages from
strategic planning to programming, design, engineering to constructioo
and financing. That makes them e:<trernely competitive in the world
marl<et. Not 0I11y is the building industry in the US very disjointed, but
ard1itect5 ha~e continually lost turf by cooflning themselves to being
fa<;ade decorators. This trend is dangeroos, and is reflected in the ever
poorer Ulnicula <lnd output of arcnitocture sdlools.
FP: Is the development of 5milrter, greener buildings making it more
diffieult to operate buildings and th'5 assess to achie~e iI $U(;eessfuI
POE'

WP; No, metered buildings allow the performaroce assessment over
the long run, and thus. more can be learned aOOJt the operation and
maintenance cost and issues. I have seen some outstanding examples 01

this in Jap<!n. I was shown the high-tech headquarters buildings of some
major corporations, with sophisticated control rooms and comPJterised
monitoring Syslems in their basements. Everything from I-NAC, seoJrity
to fire cktection and protection, as well as energy consumption was
monitored centrally. Kajima even had a pre-programmed scent dispersal
sy:."tE!m in order 10 stimulate workers' brains and productivity. These
systems were run by facility managel5.
FP: In •Assessing Building Periormance' you c:over the Building
PeriolTT\ilnce Evaluation Framework, can you tell us a bit monI about
that?

WP; The "framework" was developed by myself and Dr. Ut1i~
Schramm in Germany, and it W<lS first PJblished by uS in lime-Saver
Standards (McGraw--Hiil, 1997]. II is widely accepted amOfig researchers
and consultants around the woo1d.
FP: How can prilctises in POE be impro~ed?

Wf>; They need to be standardised and widely accepted, see our
attempt in the appendix of the book 'Assessing Building Performance'
(Preiser & Vischer, 2(05). Then they need to be codified or made a
requirement for architects and builders alike. Section M in the Royal
Institute of British Ardlitects (RIBA) contract attempted to do that, but
unfortunately, that was later elimin<lted.
FP: Hits there been ....y recent breakthroughs in POE?

WP:: There are now web based surveys of building users and other
stakel1oklers. Combining qualitati~e and quantil<lti~emethods of dal<l
gathering uslng weighted performance indicator~, is a promising
approach.
FP: Is POE an area that is being neglected? If so. why?

WP:: The Uliture of continuous improvement throogh diagnosis of
sua:essful and unsuccessful precedents, and thus knowledge building
~ike in the law and medical fields) does not yet exist in the building
industry. Few are willing 10 pay for this service, with the exception of a
number of government agencies.
FP: lNhat are the first steps which need to be taken to improve a
building's performance?

WP; A dear definition of the ~ision (~alues), mission and ultimate
purpose of a building needs to be doaJmented in the program (brief),
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which should precede any design phases.
A>; Is it important for fac:jlity managers to be Involved In the design"",,_,

WP; They should have a role in the programming phase, and then
again in the feedback or performance assessment phase. Programming
in UK English is "briefing", that is, establishing what is needed in a
facility before designing it.
FP: How important is the role of facilities manager in assessing the
performance of a bu~ding, and ultimately improving it?

WP: The facility manager has a O\ICial role to play, as far as tile
fur>ctioning of building systems and components are concerned. Office
or factory floor manage15 are more CO!1~ersant about spati<ll layout,
adjacencies, and workflow.
FP: In Assessing Building Performance the author of the Facility
Manageme<rt Chapter states that FMs need to keep KPts simple to
...ceurately repreent the 'vital signs' of a corporation's oper;rtional
health, what are the KPIs they suggest?

WP; Economic metrics: Me<lsures that rmlect the economic
alignment of building assets witll business requirements.

Functional melries: Measures and indicators thilt reflect the 'fitness
for PJrpose' of the building assets.

Physical metJics: Measures that reflect the physical integrity,
condition and appearance of the building.

Servi.ce metrics: Measures and indicators that reflect the satisfaction
of users.

Environmental metrics: Measures and indicators that reflect the
wider role ofbuilding assets 00 the environment.
fp: Does improving a building's performanc:es atways necessitate
large capital expenditure?

WP: Careful and thol"O'Jgh preparation and ao:ountability reduces
wroog assumptions and mistakes, and thus, wasted resources.
A>; lNhat diffkulties are faced in the POE of existing building stod:?

WP: There are multiple problems, induding: historic preservation
issues; susl<Iinabiliry and energy consumption issues; structural,
elee:trical, plumbing and other axle related issues: IT adaptability issues;
and last but not least, issues with aesthetic compatibility and material
choices.
FP: What do you see changing in POE in the next 5 to ten years?

WP: Just like Toyota and their insistence on quality control (although
they, tOO, have experienced a few problems lately), ooe can hope for
the adoptioo of values and developments that emphasise COfitinuous
quality improvements in the building industry in the future. Con9.Jmers
are king, and today they are much more discriminating and
sophistiCiltcd than in the past, for example, by Googling product
reviews. That trend will i"vade the building industry, too.
A>; lNho should ultimately be accountable for the performan« of a
building?

WP: All stak..holders in the building delivery and life cycle processes
should be held accounl<lble, and somebody has to lead the p<!d<.
A>; You have:spent the majority of your working life in the United
States, v.toat issues relating to the built environme<rt do you see
specifically affecting America today?

WP: Solar technology is making inroads, because of the increasing
cost of energy. Right now, the US has an ecooomic slowdown which
severely affects the building industry, especially housing. One way to
gauge this is to count the number of constTUction cranes on the horizOfi.
By that standard, the Phoenix area is still growing and booming, while
others in the 'rustbelt' of the mid-west are Sl.Iffering. Overall and on the
global level, the cost of construction materials is on the rise, contributing
to inflationary trends.
A>; What are your plans for the future, now that you ha~e retired?

WP: I retired from the University of Cincinnati on July 1, the day my
wife was hir!!d out 01 retirement to head the Gastrointestinal Diagnosis
Division of a natiooallab CorporatiOfi here in Phoenix. My plans lor the
future ,ndude visiting lectureships at the Cdlege of Design at Alizooa
State University and the Frank Uoyd Wright $cl1oo1 of Architecture, as
well as coosulting. Forty two years ago, I was a foonding member of
Architecll.lral Research Consultants, Inc. of Albuquerque, New Mexico
(you can Google them in order to understand the unique market niche
they h<!Ve suet:essfully carved out). There will be more global lecturing
and travel, in additiOfi to publishing more artides and books.

Facility Perspectives iooks forward to hearing more from Wolfgang
Preiser in the coming years and we wish him weJl in his retirement
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