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Welcome

What’s inside?

Our latest edition of the Ambius 
Worldwide Newsletter focuses on two 
main subjects.

First, we summarize some of the 
latest research into office design 
and suggest ways by which interior 
landscaping can help in the process, 
especially in those areas where a 
complete re-design of an office space 
is impossible.

The second feature is an explanation 
of the benefits of top-dressing interior 
plant displays, both aesthetic and 
horticultural.

This edition of the Ambius Worldwide 
Newsletter is topped and tailed with 
a couple of news items.  Ambius 
UK’s recent success at the Royal 
Horticultural Society’s Chelsea Flower 
Show and the launch of the Ambius 
University - an initiative designed 
to enable our colleagues around the 
world to deliver consistently excellent 
customer service experiences through 
top-quality training and education.  
There is also a brief selection of other 
Ambius news items on the last page.
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RHS Silver Gilt medal for Ambius 
at the Chelsea Flower Show
Ambius boosted its collection of awards by receiving a 
prestigious Silver Gilt medal at the 2008 Chelsea Flower 
Show.

Ambius was the only interior landscaping 
company invited to exhibit at the Chelsea 
Flower Show (regarded as the most 
prestigious horticultural show the world) 
and was judged among exhibitors, 
representing the elite of horticultural 
companies, to take the award.

The stunning exhibit was designed, built 
and displayed by Ambius UK’s Projects 
Manager, Paul Sturgess (right).  It featured 
colourful bromeliads (including some 
new introductions) and orchids as well as 
beautiful specimen plants.

Paul Cochrane, Ambius UK’s managing director, added: 
“It is always a privilege to be invited to display at this world-
renowned horticultural event, and to scoop a win further 
demonstrates that our company is the market leader in 
enhancing indoor environments.  This accolade is a testament 
to the hard work of all our colleagues, but particularly the 
team at our centre of horticultural excellence in Bath.”
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The practice of office design is a combination of art, architecture, psychology, space 
management and fashion.  New ways of working are evolving and office workers in different 
roles require different facilities, leaving companies wondering just how to accommodate the 
competing demands of comfort, practicality, economy, aesthetics and productivity.

Recent work by design experts such as Francis Duffy, Anthony Byrne (from the “Ideation” group 
at furniture manufacturers, Haworth) and Jeremy Myerson and Philip Ross has shown that offices 
can be categorised in a whole lot of new ways.  For example, Myerson and Ross in their new 
book, Space to Work: New Office Design (Published by Laurence King, ISBN 1-85669-456-9), 
have suggested four styles of workplace, which they have named as Academy, Guild, Agora, and 
Lodge.  For this article, we will concentrate on the Academy and the Agora, although it is worth 
briefly describing the other two first.  A Guild-type office is typical of an organization with a cluster 
of peers who share a particular skill, examples might include a parliament building or a learned 

society or institute.  A Lodge office describes a return to 
the phenomenon of living and working in the same place 
(a home office or studio, for example) - something that 
was the norm among artisans and professionals before 
the industrialization of office work (so-called ‘Taylorism’) 
at the beginning of the 20th Century.  The emergence of a 
new class of skilled professionals working as consultants 
or on short-term contracts alongside improvements in 
communications technology has revitalized this style of 
working.

Returning to the Academy and the Agora, which are both 
to be found as, or in, conventional office buildings.  Each of 
these places can be characterized by the type of work that 
is carried out in them, which in turn informs the way that 
the space is planned.  For example, an ‘Academy’ office is 
typical of many corporate environments, particularly those 
involved in what is sometimes termed ‘knowledge work’.  
They may be quite intellectual in atmosphere and might be 
the sort of office used by a company research department 
or even a law firm.  On the other hand, an ‘Agora’, conjures 
up images of an open space where discussions and 
debates are held, they are much more open and encourage 
people to enter.  This might be typical of a marketing 
department or other creative environment.

In both cases, interaction with colleagues is highly 
valued, but in the Academy, there is more of an emphasis 
on internal collaboration and visitors are discouraged, 

Trends in office design and the role 
of interior landscaping
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whereas the Agora is more public and welcomes input from the outside.  Visitors (internal and 
external) are encouraged to enter the working space and offer their own contributions.

Each type of work space also has different demands for the ratio of dedicated and formal space to 
casual and informal space.  The Academy office is more likely to have formal meeting spaces and 
designated desks, whereas the Agora might have informal, common spaces that can be used much 
more spontaneously.

Both types of working style can be accommodated in open plan settings, which are increasingly 
popular.  Open plan offices can use space very efficiently and promote transparency, although they 
may take a little getting used to for those familiar with cellular offices.  Facility managers impose a 
new office layout at their peril and there are numerous examples where office workers find ways of 
re-imposing barriers and redefining their work space, often with home-made partitions or by subtly 
rearranging the furnishings in the office.

There are ways around this - literally.  If you have a brand-new, open space, then designing 
your new office layout to accommodate the differing demands and characteristics of the various 
departments is probably quite straightforward: there are hundreds of commercial space planners 
and furniture designers who would be happy to arrange your space exactly as you need it and who 
will be able to take into account these differing work styles.  However, what if you need to adjust the 
space you already have and have little scope for a complete re-design?  This is where good interior 
landscaping can offer more than merely aesthetic enhancements to the work place.

The illustration below shows how the placement of interior plants (shown as green circles) can 
be used to encourage or discourage the circulation of people within an office.  Both zones of this 
office are identical in layout, but the yellow zone has been set up to encourage people to wander 
through the space - a do-it-yourself ‘Agora’ perhaps, or at least a place where interaction with 
outsiders is encouraged.  The blue zone, in comparison is effectively cordoned off by plants.  Whilst 
movement into the space is possible, it is clear that the plants are being used as living sign posts 

directing people away from the working area.  This 
type of working arrangement is ideal where people 
like to work as a team, or at least on group projects, 
but don’t welcome, or need, too much input from 
outside.  Specialist departments, such as IT teams 
or researchers are often characterized by this sort of 
working arrangement.

As well as acting as natural sign posts and guides, 
the plants here can also serve to create a sense of 
identity in an area and even differentiate the different 
spaces.  Maybe use different species in each 
zone or even different container styles or colours.  
Furthermore, the line of plants between the blue 
zone and the yellow zone effectively replace the 
need for manufactured screens and might even make 
a greater contribution to the indoor environment.  
Research published over the last 15 years clearly 
demonstrates the physical and psychological benefits 
of greenery in the work place, and such screens may 
improve air quality and even reduce noise levels.

In this zone, circulation through the working area 
is encouraged.  This is facilitated by the careful 
placement of plants to act as focal points and as 
natural obstructions to a  path that by-passes the 
space.

In this zone, circulation through the working area 
is discouraged.  This is facilitated by the careful 
placement of plants to act as barriers and as 
natural sign posts to a  path that by-passes the 
space.



© June 2008. Ambius, Rentokil Initial plc, Portland House, Bressenden Place, London SW1E 5BH. UK. Registered in England, No. 301044 Page �

The benefits of top-dressing plant displays
Why use top dressings?  In the bad old days, top 
dressings weren’t needed.  That is because interior 
landscapers thought it would be a good idea to stuff ugly 
containers with so many plants that the soil could not 
be seen.  Luckily, those days are gone and we now tend 
to make use of single, characterful specimens in good 
quality containers.  Often, the plants have trunks and the 
soil surface is left exposed.

Top dressings have a number of important benefits.  First, 
and most importantly, they look attractive and cover bare soil.  
Unless the soil surface is constantly refreshed and tidied, it 
soon looks tired, uneven and uncared-for.

Secondly, they reduce the risk that plant displays accumulate 
rubbish.  Attractive top-dressings will often deter a thoughtless 
person from dropping their litter onto a plant display, or at least 
make them consider their actions more carefully first.  However, 
if fallen leaves or office litter find their way into a top-dressed 
plant display, they are usually easier to keep tidy, compared 
with bare soil.

Thirdly, top dressings can reduce the risk of some pest 
problems, especially fungus gnats (sciarid flies).  These are the 
annoying little flies that sometimes fly around your face near 
an over watered plant container.  They breed in the top few 
centimetres of the soil, so if you can stop them getting there, 
then you will prevent them from becoming a problem.

Finally, top dressings can reduce the amount of water that 
is required.  Bare soil allows water to evaporate much more 
quickly than covered soil, resulting in an increased requirement 
for watering, which is both wasteful and time-consuming.  
Excess water also speeds up the process of compost 
decomposition (especially with light-weight growing media, such 
as those rich in peat or other organic materials), which would 
result in lowered soil levels.

What type of top dressing can be used?
There are dozens of different materials that you can use to 
cover the surface of the soil in a container.  The most common 
are bark, gravel, cobble stones and Spanish moss.  These 
four materials probably make up over 75% of the top dressings 
interior landscapers use worldwide.  More recently, however, 
a wide range of new products have become available.  These 
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include recycled coloured glass chips, crushed sea shells 
(sometimes dyed), 'coffee beans' - spray painted gravel in many 
colours, marble and quartz chips (including some naturally 
brightly-coloured examples, shown here), slate chips, mock bark 
(made from recycled car tyres, often in different colours) and 
mock cobbles (made from recycled and recyclable plastic) that 
are both attractive and very light-weight.

Factors that affect the choice of top dressing
The most important factor to affect your choice of top dressing is 
how it looks with both the plant and the container.  Sometimes, 
a contrast between a dark container and a pale dressing looks 
really good.  However, the dressing should never overwhelm the 
plant, especially if the plant doesn’t have a defined trunk.

Modern containers often look best with a contemporary dressing.  
Polished or brushed metal, especially silver, looks very good with 
glass or marble chips and brightly-coloured fibreglass containers 
can look stunning when paired with polished stones or their 
replica equivalents.  Older-style, more traditional containers might 
benefit from the use of less overtly-modern dressings, so bark or 
moss may be more appropriate.

Another very important factor to consider is how the plant 
display is watered.  Often, container plants are fitted with a 
subterranean irrigation system or are planted in a hydroculture 
system.  However, there are some older displays that do not have 
subterranean irrigation and must, therefore, be top watered.

In these cases, small dressings, such as glass chips and ‘coffee 
beans’ should be avoided as they can get washed into the soil 
when watered.

There are some top dressings to avoid.  Heavy cobbles compact 
the soil and will shorten the life of the plants.  Where plants 
have been staged, rather than direct-planted, heavy cobbles 
may destabilize the display and the plant may lean to one side.  
Cobbles should also be avoided in some public places, such 
as shopping centres, where unruly individuals may throw them 
around and cause damage.

Wood chips, unless they have been sterilized and made fire 
retardant, should also be avoided.  Unsterilized wood chips may 
rot and encourage the growth of fungi and provide a habitat 
for Sciarid flies (fungus gnats).  However, there are some very 
attractive treated hardwood chips on the market that make ideal 
top dressings.
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Ambius University

Ambius University is an initiative that will teach us all how we can effectively and consistently 
deliver a service experience that lives up to the promises that are set out in our mission statement.  
Ambius University focuses on individual colleagues, creates the tools to translate our brand 
values into action and empowers colleagues to take ownership of their customer relationships and 
experiences, which is both motivating and fun.

New Colleague Engagement.
The first programme is New Colleague Engagement, which was launched in all countries during 
April and early May.  This is a programme designed to ensure that all new colleagues in Ambius, 
wherever they are and whatever they do, experience a welcome and introduction to our company 
that is professional, consistent and enjoyable.

The programme revolves around a series of experiences, starting as soon as someone accepts a 
job offer from Ambius.  Some time before a new colleague’s first day, a welcome pack will be sent 
to their home.  This will include a smart Ambius University bag (which can be used for all Ambius 
University course materials), within which are some gifts, a “Welcome to Ambius” book and, 
more importantly, a letter of welcome and details of what to expect during the first week or two with 
Ambius.

Leadership training
Respected global leaders have one thing in common – consistent excellence. Ambius intends to 
join this group by learning from some of the best customer-focused companies in the world.  Five 
members of the Ambius University leadership team (Clyde Beattie, Jeff Mariola, Michelle Rodwell 
Erwin Schuurman and Shannon Tipton) will attend Ritz-Carlton’s service excellence programme, 
“Implementing a Customer-Centric Culture”, which is a five-day, intensive learning course.  The 
programme focuses on how a company’s philosophy and values drive customer satisfaction and 
loyalty, delivering legendary service and enhancing business excellence, identifying and managing 
talent, and leading quality change initiatives within a company.  Following this, they will devise a 
programme to ensure that the learnings from this course are brought to all Ambius colleagues.

Other programmes
During the second half of 2008 and into 2009, a series of new programmes will be developed.  
subjects that will be covered including sustainability and green issues, corporate social 
responsibility, colleague engagement, customer engagement, a colleague exchange programme 
to allow people to experience and learn from colleagues in other countries and regions and an 
e-learning programme to allow colleagues to participate in training away from a formal classroom 
setting.

“Through building knowledge and identifying excellence, Ambius University will develop tools and provide 
support, which will empower all colleagues to deliver a consistent service experience to our customers that 
lives up to the Ambius vision, mission and values.”    

Ambius University Mission Statement.
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Contributions Please!

Contributions are welcome from our readers around the world. 
If you don’t have time to write at length, send us brief notes or 
telephone us and we’ll prepare an article for you.

Remember, if you want a swift reply to a tricky technical question, 
send an e-mail to the editor and we will do our best to answer it.

Contact information

Editor:  Kenneth Freeman 
E-mail:  kenneth.freeman@ambius.com 
Address:   Ambius 

9 Glengall Business Centre 
Glengall Road 
London. SE15 6NH 
United Kingdom

Telephone:     +44 (0) 7789 273478 
Web:        www.ambius.com

Ambius wins a coveted Rebrand 100 award
A distinguished jury of 10 global business leaders, marketing and branding experts recently awarded 
Ambius a Distinction in the annual “Rebrand 100” awards, which seeks to recognise the best of 
the worlds rebranding exercises, which may have been for a product, service, an entire company, 
non-profit organization, an individual, a city, a country or even a physical environment.  Ambius is 
in good company, as other award winners in 2008 included Cisco Systems, Novartis, Glaxo Smith 
Kline, Intel and Delta Airlines.  A full list of award winners can be found on the Rebrand web site: 
www.rebrand.com .

Ambius in South Africa
Ambius is the new name for Rentokil Tropical Plants in South Africa, and so far, the response form 
customers and colleagues has been very positive.  Ambius South Africa’s Administration Manager, 
Lucy Khantsi, reports that among customers the response is one of interest, and broad acceptance.  
There is good acknowledgement of Ambius colleagues who have been to visit customers’ 
premises, the new name is well recognised and they are comfortable with our new initiatives.

Among Ambius colleagues, the feedback has also been positive.  At a recent Customer Retention 
Workshop held with key staff, words used to describe the new brand included: positive, professional, 
fresh, a new image, innovative, confidence building, customer orientated, relationship based, great, 
a new beginning, quality service.

Ambius South Africa’s management team are greatly encouraged after the first few months of the 
new brand being in place.

Another RHS medal for Ambius UK

As we prepared this edition for publication, Ambius UK has been awarded another medal by the 
Royal Horticultural Society: this time a Gold Medal for our exhibit at the BBC Gardeners’ World Live 
show in Birmingham.  Once again, the exhibit was designed and installed by Paul Sturgess.  In July, 
Ambius UK will be exhibiting at the RHS Hampton Court Palace Flower Show where we hope to 
add a third RHS medal to our 2008 collection.

News from Ambius


