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Urbanism & Capitalism Driven Social
Structure vs. Uncertainty & Anxiety
Vast and rapid urbanization across China
over the last couple of decades has result-
ed in greatly increased housing prices and

growing living cost in tier-one cities. These
factors, together with slow salary growth,
extremely centric social welfare (education,
health care etc.) and the recent Sino-US
trade war, contribute to a general increase
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in social anxiety and uncertainty. Many of
China’s young workforce migrate to large
cities seeking higher income and better liv-
ing quality over less populated cities. This
has resulted in a huge non-local working
class who find themselves balancing a rela-
tively increased income with a higher cost of
living, and unlike many locals, they struggle
to survive the competition whilst maintain-
ing a positive outlook to the future.

The Initiative
In early 2019, CAPOL, a leading Chinese ar-
chitectural & engineering consulting firm with

over 4,000 employees across China, initiated
an internal program to promote social engage-
ment and life-work balance among its employ-
ees, the majority of whom are aged under 30.
The program commenced with a conversion of
the company’s own 2000 square-meter roof to
a rooftop garden accessible to all staff.

The idea of being able to step out to a garden
and breath fresh air while enjoying a panoramic
view sounds like a nice break for any individual
whossits at their desk for extensive hours. And yet,
these young millennials, who are often labeled
as self-centered, consumerism obsessed and so-
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Figure 3 & 4. Suzhou Center
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cial media-crazed, showed little enthusiasm in
the beginning of the design process. Through
persistent communication, active engagement
and several rounds of open discussion, the de-
sign team were eventually able to produce an
outcome that was well received by all.

The Design

A design process involving the simple altera-
tion of a physical form cannot hope to re-
spond to these complex social issues, but with
a clear understanding of the issues, the team
was able to draw some clues to help steer the
concept for transforming an underused com-
mon area into a pleasant space where corpo-
rate employees can relax and rejuvenate.

Fully Functional Social Space

Since sports and recreation, group activities &
team building were the most popular demands,
nearly half of this amenity space was dedicated
to these needs, including a 200-meter track and
multiple open lawns, with lockers and a shower
facility. Three pieces of narrow pocket space by

the track are used for warm-up and stretching,
while the main lawn provides enough space
(over 250 square meters) for multiple out-
door group training sessions simultaneously.
Through the survey we were made aware that
sports activities such as jogging, yoga practic-
ing and group training sessions with personal
trainers are extremely desirable as social gath-
ering across the board. A designated outdoor
dining area is equipped with a BBQ stove, out-
door kitchen, dining countertop and stools is
also provided as another popular feature.

Roof Garden

A space for individual contemplation was also
a popular request. Three corners of the roof-
top were chosen as vantage points and loca-
tions for three discreet seasonal gardens, each
with a unique 270-degree view of the city, the
mountain and the skyline of Guangzhou CBD.
All plant rooms, shafts and vents are fenced
from common area via wire mesh covered with
climbers to create a continuous vertical green
wall. A carefully positioned pergola creates a
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covered break out area designed for the heat
and humidity in summer. The roof garden in-
cludes raised timber decking that allows for
corporate events, cocktail parties and other
business-related functions. At a later stage, a
steel framed glass box with double glazed fold-
ing doors will be added to provide a convertible
interior to offer protection from the elements.

Conclusion

Compared to their predecessors raised in the
80s and 90s, where self-awareness was to be ex-
plored and social identity was to be discovered,
one can consider the millennial generation as
growing up in a more generic culture; eating the
same food, watching the same shows and wear-
ing the same school outfits. When individuality
is strived for, this can help form independence,
self-assurance and self-confidence. The goal of
this common space is to be flexible enough to
cater to both individual and group recreational
needs, while reflecting a strong corporate spirit
that emphasizes equality and balance.

Following the internal survey during the design
stage, a follow up query was carried out among
a group of active participants. This time the
conversation dived deep into the social realm
of modern Chinese capitalism and its impact on
the daily lives of average Chinese youth. One
conclusion could be drawn: China’s decade
long double-digit economic growth is facing
unprecedented challenges and the effect is tak-
ing a toll on the younger generation, who are
now caught in a social dilemma. This calls for
a deep, meaningful design approach where

physical form, functionality and aesthetics are
no longer of top priority; a sense of belonging,
sense of security and promotion of social equal-
ity should come first when creating public and
privately-owned open spaces for shared use.
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