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FLOOR 1
DESERT PLAINS
Passage

Portable A-frame “cabins” 
serve as nooks and 
charging stations (this 
page, top) in the lobby  
(this page, bottom) of  
the new San Francisco 
headquarters for Slack 

A Walk 
in the 
Woods
Studio O+A crafts the 
ultimate workplace for 
Slack by channeling life 
on the Pacific Crest Trail.

By Shonquis Moreno
Standing in Slack’s new headquarters  
on Howard Street in San Francisco, this 
much is clear: The company has made  
a rapid ascent above the timberline  
of tech success. But while many start- 
ups might have their eyes fixed on the 
summit, Slack seems to be enjoying  
the view on the way up. Offering cloud-
based team collaboration software, the 
enterprise—the product of a failed game 
design start-up, which leveraged the 
fumes of its investors’ money to turn  
its own intranet into a communications 
app—is now en route to a public offer- 
ing. The app is used by Michelin-starred 
restaurants and beer clubs, police de- 
partments and tenants fighting mass 
evictions, NASA’s Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory, and at least one of the Howard  
Street building’s architects, who uses it  
to communicate with his dog walker.  
In less than five years, the company has 
earned a valuation of more than $7 bil- 
lion. “We may have failed,” Stewart 
Butterfield, the CEO and cofounder of 

FLOOR 10
SUMMIT
Reflect

FLOOR 9
GLACIER
Sculpt

FLOOR 8
VOLCANO/CRATER
Envision

FLOOR 7
FOREST
Retreat

FLOOR 6
WATERFALLS  
& STREAMS
Connect

FLOOR 5
MOUNTAIN LAKES
Forge

FLOOR 4
MOUNTAINS
Ascend

FLOOR 3
HIGH DESERT
Gather

FLOOR 2
ROCKY DESERT
Shelter

FLOOR 1
DESERT PLAINS
Passage

(opposite, far left). “This 
could be a hotel lobby,” 
says Dan Kretchmer,  
a director for the Studio 
O+A design team. “We’ve 
taken notes from hospi- 
tality, from retail.” 
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Slack, once said. “But we were incredi- 
bly productive.”

One result of this digital success  
has been some good old analog design: 
Slack has commissioned international 
architecture and interiors from marquee 
offices, including Snøhetta in New York, 
Suppose Design Office in Tokyo, and the 
San Francisco–based firm Studio O+A, 
which completed the new HQ late last 
year. Like the offices of software power-
house Salesforce across the street, Slack’s 
ten floors of interiors riff on the outdoors. 
But in Slack’s case, the result is less an 
exercise in branding than an articulation 
of a teamwork ethos based on trail eti- 
quette. These values also happen to lie  
at the heart of the Slack app, which is all 
about finding ways for groups to work 
together, even when members aren’t in 
the same room. Appropriately, Butterfield’s 
given name is Dharma, from a Sanskrit 
term meaning “the path” or “the way.” 
Raised in a willfully electricity-free home 
in rural Canada, Butterfield is a lifelong 
off-grid wilderness hiker whose penchant 
for the outdoors has imbued Slack’s  
office culture with habits of collabora- 
tive self-reliance. This hiking etiquette–
turned–office philosophy became the 

FLOOR 2
ROCKY DESERT 
Shelter

With a sunbaked glow  
and live cacti, the IT help 
lounge (opposite) offers 
refuge and encapsulates 
Slack’s trail-etiquette 
ethos: Why let someone try 
and fail if you already have 
the answer? Terra-cotta 
breeze-blocks lend the 
second floor a desert feel 
in both color and texture. 

Beside the floor’s open- 
plan workstations, the 
Starry Night Lounge— 
an oasis of calm, cool,  
and focus—serves as  
a team collaboration  
area (right). A sculptural 
sky of matte-black cylin- 
ders, some containing  
LED lights, was custom- 
modified by Lumenpulse 
and wrapped in a hand- 
painted, glossy-on-matte 
graphic recalling the  
Milky Way.
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inspiration for O+A’s design, which, floor 
by floor, evokes the varied landscapes 
found along the 2,650 miles of the Pacific 
Crest Trail.

The shifts in terrain between each 
level form a gradient of landscapes defined 
by color, material, texture, plant species, 
artisanal finishes, and subtle but space-
defining lighting schemes. Circulation 
ascends into the foothills from the A-frame 
seating “cabins” of the lobby over the 
warmly lit deserts of the lower floors (2–3), 
up the cooler-toned mountains, through 
waterfalls and streams and forests (4–7), 
into a volcanic crater (8) and the icier 
white light of the glacier and summit floors 
(9 and 10). As staffers travel from one level 
to another, changes in biome announce 
themselves on the walls of the elevator ves- 
tibules, which feature chalky strata, min- 
eral textures, and pelagic hues interpreted 
in custom plasterwork. Throughout, craft 
stands in for art and does it justice. 

The building’s interiors represent  
a considerable maturing of the tech 

FLOOR 5
MOUNTAIN LAKES
Forge

This page: Inspired by  
the famous Bridge of  
the Gods, the library’s  
trusslike scaffolding  
(top) shelters a work- 
space, with pods nearby  
offering quiet focus 
(bottom). O+A used 
Shaw Dye Lab carpet 
tiles to reinforce the 
floor’s rivers-and-lakes 
concept. Elsewhere, a 
barista window (middle)  
opens onto the multi- 
functional dining room.

FLOOR 4
MOUNTAINS
Ascend

Opposite: In most seating 
areas, employees can  
work alone or collaborate. 
The Foothills Lounge (top) 
features a soft bench 
framed by a ridge-shaped 
alcove, milled by Portland, 
Oregon’s Superfab, fac- 
ing floor-to-ceiling win- 
dows and dramatic city 
vistas. Alongside one seat- 
ing area (bottom), stone- 
masons cut jagged slabs  
of marble to clad the 
meeting rooms and form 
illuminated plant boxes.
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industry. “There is no foosball, no pri- 
mary colors, no slides, no gimmicks,”  
says O+A principal and cofounder Primo 
Orpilla. Each floor features a field of 
open-plan workstations—seats are as-
signed—juxtaposed with smaller “on the 
trail” vignettes: The second-floor Rocky 
Desert hosts an IT help desk and a lounge, 
rendered in baked earth colors, planted 
with live cacti, blond-wood seating 
platforms, and terra-cotta breeze-blocks 
that evoke Baja sand. The seventh floor 
channels the sylvan Pacific Northwest 
with “fairy ring” seating—designed to re- 
call the ringed formations of mushrooms 
on the forest floor—and lush green walls. 
On level 5, a custom paint job mimics 
dawn mist creeping over the surface of  
an alpine lake. 

Those who explore will be rewarded 
for their efforts, as the designers have 
installed “scenic surprises” along the trail. 
On the second floor, there’s the Sunset 
Lounge, where circadian lighting shifts 
throughout the day; on another, a di- 
chroic glass–lined corridor that recalls  
the aurora borealis. “You don’t just walk 
along the trail and see the same thing 
over and over again,” says Dan Kretchmer, 
director of projects at O+A. (Kretchmer 

FLOOR 6
WATERFALLS & STREAMS
Connect

Behind the veil of an illu- 
sory waterfall, the Dappled 
Light Lounge (opposite) is 
an interstitial seating area 
with a custom MDF drop 
ceiling designed by Slack’s 
graphics team with holes of 
varying dimensions cut into 
it, through which light falls 
in mottled patterns upon 
the seating and floor below. 

This page: Across from  
a living wall, the radiused 
glass of the Waterfall 
Lounge mimics the space 
behind a cascade (top).  
A small meeting room fea- 
tures aqueous blue walls 
(bottom). A Slack employ- 
ee shot the photographs  
for the project’s many  
graphic murals.
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himself is an outdoorsman, having guided 
backpacking trips as a teen.) 

But beyond visual complexity, the 
design strategy of the office promotes 
freedom within community. Throughout 
the building, the design of which cost 
roughly $340 per square foot, O+A has 
interwoven privacy with transparency, 
introversion with extroversion, with 
degrees in between. Solo and commun- 
al workspaces of all shapes and sizes  
run rampant: Inside the forest level’s 
“fairy rings,” real birch tree trunks or 
nylon backpack straps encircle round, 
sunken benches, while on the Glacier 
floor, a faceted alcove sinks into the wall 
to provide a bivouac for one. Armchairs 
placed along the windows behind one  
of the residential-looking kitchens allow 
sitters to be alone among others, and  
are positioned for generous views of  
the city. There are small nooks and spa- 
cious conference rooms, and brainstorm-
ing playpens that double as social areas. 
Many of them, like a coffee bar and a 
fireside tea lounge, take their cues from 
retail and hospitality.

An outdoorsman’s belief in seren- 
dipity—that taking the long way around  
or the indirect route can present new 
opportunities—also plays into the design. 
Partly because staffers are moving into 
the building in phases, but also because 
the plan is deliberately irregular, some 

FLOOR 7
FOREST 
Retreat

Opposite: Seating areas  
at the edge of the Slack 
timberline are sometimes 
circular, sometimes sunk- 
en, and screened with 
concept-expressing mate- 
rials, like nylon backpack-
strap webbing (top) or 
birch tree trunks (bottom).

FLOOR 8
VOLCANO/CRATER
Envision 

This page: The roof garden 
(above) is maintained,  
like the green walls on 6 
and 7, by local landscape 
designers, who matched 
plant species to each 
terrain. A complement to 
the coffee bar upstairs, the 
boba-serving tea lounge 
(right) features a fireplace 
clad in diagonal wood 
planks and glazed brick.
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areas feel sparsely occupied in spite of the 
1,100 people already settled in. “The plan, 
by design, is a circuitous one,” explains 
senior O+A designer Dani Gelfand, who 
points out that one of Butterfield’s goals 
was to pique users’ curiosity. To that  
end, seating areas resemble rocky out- 
croppings, prompting employees to take 
detours rather than the most direct path. 
A warren of rooms and social spaces 
nestle around the building’s core, con- 
nected by meandering hallways, many  
of which feature hidden art installations 
or hideaway seating dens. “Central  
to this idea,” she says, “was the notion  
of promoting casual collisions and forc- 
ing employees to take a different route 
from A to B.”

Of course, workplaces like Slack’s  
are effective only when coupled with  
staff policies that support flexible use of 
the space. Accordingly, employees are 
encouraged to reserve meeting or work 
space on other floors. To control noise 
without micromanaging colleagues, em- 
ployees take calls and have conversations 
toward the center of the floor plate, di- 
recting chatter away from quiet zones. 
These types of policies provide the focus, 
freedom of movement, and diversity of 

FLOOR 9
GLACIER 
Sculpt

This page: O+A used 
dichroic glass in a corridor 
(right) and other areas on 
level 9 to evoke the aurora 
borealis. In another area, 
an alcove offers space for 
solitary work or rest (be- 
low). Carpet tiles echo the 
ghostly hues of glacial ice.

FLOOR 10
SUMMIT
Reflect

Opposite: The mezzanine 
meeting space (bottom), 
where exposed fire insula- 
tion resembles snow, is for 
employees, not executives. 
It is equipped with a bal- 
cony telescope and Tom 
Dixon Melt pendants. The 
tenth floor also features  
a reception area (top) with 
custom concrete furnish- 
ings by Oakland, California’s 
Concreteworks. 

experience that keep employees engaged 
as they work so they get the job done 
and go home.

Across the HQ, the plethora of ter- 
rain types translate naturally into a variety 
of work postures: Caves, tree canopies, 
and overlooks, for example, serve as 
nooks, shelters, and elevated platforms. 
But this variety has also allowed O+A, 
organically, to privilege experience and 

people over predictability and efficiency. 
“Because the building meanders like  
a trail, it is big and diverse enough that 
employees take a long time to discover  
all its nooks and crannies,” says Orpilla. 
“How do you make people feel important, 
but also part of something bigger than 
themselves? No space in this building 
feels secondary. I want to explore every 
corner of it.” M

METROPOLIS116


