
Chapter 4
Informed Design: A Post-Occupancy
Evaluation Toolkit for Courthouses

Erin Persky, Jay Farbstein and Melissa Farling

4.1 Introduction

Courthouses are a unique building type. Justice architects and planners are tasked
with ensuring courthouses meet the functional and security needs of many different
user groups, including the entity that owns the building, court staff, judges, litigants,
attorneys, public visitors, jurors, and those in custody, among others—each with
distinct concerns, requirements, and expectations for the building. Courthouse
planning guidelines have become more comprehensive and available (Judicial
Council of California/Administrative Office of the Courts 2011) and, at the same
time, courts must adhere to strict building performance and efficiency standards
(California Natural Resources Agency 2016). One way to discern whether or not
courthouse features are responsive to these needs and requirements is to evaluate
the courthouse’s performance by conducting a post-occupancy evaluation
(POE) during its occupancy. While a building performance evaluation (BPE) covers
the entire life-cycle of a building, the POE focuses on the phase following building
occupancy, as detailed in this chapter (Preiser and Schramm 1997; Preiser and
Vischer 2005; Preiser et al. 2015).

In conjunction with the American Institute of Architects – Academy of
Architecture for Justice (AIA-AAJ), and a multidisciplinary advisory committee,
the authors have developed a Post-Occupancy Evaluation (POE) Toolkit for
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Courthouses. This chapter introduces the Courthouse POE Toolkit as a strategy for
the dissemination and administration of an integrated system for evaluating
courthouse performance.

4.2 POE Toolkit Project Parameters

During the POE planning process, it may be the case that stakeholders express a
range of interests about the features upon which they would like to focus the
investigation. The court architect may wish to demonstrate that her client is satisfied
with the design and find out how well design features, materials, or systems are
working; court managers may be looking for ways to improve the efficiency of
operations, customer satisfaction or the levels of maintenance that are required; or
the building owners may wish to develop design guidelines for future courthouses
in their jurisdictions. Each of these perspectives requires different types of data and
information gathering techniques. The Toolkit is intended to be flexible enough to
respond to all these potential uses within a standardized framework.

Furthermore, the “toolkit” concept offers two primary applications: first, to
assess the performance of a particular court building and to provide feedback to its
owners, occupants and/or designers—this is the most common purpose of a POE.
Second, the standardization of instruments provided in the Toolkit affords the
opportunity to aggregate and compare findings from multiple POEs, allowing
general conclusions to be drawn about what works and what does not work, and to
tie outcomes, e.g., ratings, to specific design features. This level of analysis pro-
vides opportunities to develop and catalog evidence-based findings that would
provide a valuable resource for planning future courthouses and for developing
performance-based design guidelines.

This chapter describes key features of the Toolkit, including:

• A discussion of the purpose and applications of the Toolkit;
• A description of each instrument and its contribution toward measuring design

performance;
• Suggestions about who should be involved in the process. Successful operation

of a courthouse requires collaboration among many agencies, and the input of
these groups is essential;

• Instrument and fieldwork methodologies;
• Discussion of how POEs can aid in the successful development and application

of evidence-based design principles to courthouses.

The POE Toolkit is part of a broad effort by the AIA to disseminate knowledge
pertaining to best practices in justice facility design. As such, users will be asked to
share their data and findings in order to be able to access the instruments and
instructions. The results will contribute to a database of information about court-
house design that will inform substantial improvement in the field and allow
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researchers to examine the relationships among physical variables of courthouse
design and their outcomes.

4.3 The Toolkit

The Courthouse POE Toolkit is configured to offer building evaluations of a broad
range of scopes and depth of analysis. The Toolkit consists of:

• Guidance and forms for planning the POE, for example, as to who should be
involved, roles, timing, scheduling, and the like;

• Information-gathering instruments;
• On-site fieldwork recommendations;
• Suggestions on data analysis methods and how to present the report.

In determining whether to conduct a POE and how to proceed with it, it is
essential to be explicit about the goals and types of information desired, as well as
available resources. A relatively brief POE, with a tour of the building and inter-
views with the court and building managers, may suffice. On the other hand, much
more detail may be desired or even required, especially if a set of comparative
POEs is being considered.

The Toolkit provides the opportunity to gather and analyze information about
several aspects of a building’s performance. Examples of areas investigated during
a courthouse POE include, but are not limited to:

• Functional area operations; for example, the usefulness of clerk service win-
dows, effectiveness of maps and signage, or the efficiency of security screening
areas.

• User and occupant satisfaction; including workstation comfort, access to natural
light, adequacy of support spaces, etc.

• Maintenance requirements and technical performance; such as frequency of
equipment or repairs, condition of materials, or performance of
mechanical/electrical/plumbing systems.

• Safety and security; assessed through evaluations of central holding facilities,
the performance of security systems, and user satisfaction, etc.

• Energy and environmental sustainability; for example, water and energy usage,
utility costs, material selection, and waste management protocols.

Generally, less resource- and labor-intensive POEs would gather fewer types of
information, namely perhaps only quantitative data, whereas more intensive POEs
might gather several types, i.e., both quantitative and qualitative. For any level
POE, however, it is highly recommended that multiple methods of data collection
be utilized since it is always valuable to look at an issue from multiple perspectives.
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4.3.1 Data-Gathering Forms

The Courthouse POE Toolkit includes the following data-gathering instruments:

• Plan Review Form: aids in documentation of the physical characteristics of and
functions within the courthouse building and its site. This form should be
completed in advance of the site visit, with any missing or ambiguous items
completed on site (see Fig. 4.1).

• Building Conditions Survey and Interview: evaluate the condition and perfor-
mance of many features of the materials and systems of the courthouse. The
survey (see Fig. 4.2) is completed while on the facility tour with its facilities and
operations managers and other knowledgeable parties (see Sect. 4.4 “Who
should be involved in the POE?”). A more detailed semi-structured interview
(see Fig. 4.3) is also provided to be completed with the facilities manager about
courthouse features as a follow-up to issues that may have arisen during the
building conditions survey tour.

• Court Employee Survey: assesses the degree to which the design of the court-
house building supports the work-related tasks carried out by courthouse staff.
Topics include the courthouse site, building access, staff areas and workspaces,
and courtroom functionality (see Fig. 4.4).

• Visitor Survey: assesses the degree to which the design of the courthouse
supports the functions people visit the courthouse to accomplish. Topics include
the courthouse site, building access, wayfinding, safety, circulation, publicly
accessible functional areas, the courtroom, and designated jury spaces (see
Fig. 4.5).

Fig. 4.1 Plan review form sample. Source Authors
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Fig. 4.2 Building conditions survey form sample. Source Authors

Fig. 4.3 Building conditions interview form sample. Source Authors

Fig. 4.4 Court employee survey form sample. Source Authors
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Detailed instructions for the administration of these instruments are included
with each.

Opportunities to collect varying amounts of data are built into each instrument.
For example, the Building Conditions Survey supports quantitative data collection
by means of a checklist for rating the performance of many courthouse building and
site features. Additionally, the survey offers space for commentary on each area in
case elaboration is required. The Building Conditions Interview, the complement to
the survey, supports entirely qualitative data collection via an in-depth, open-ended
set of questions to allow for more thorough evaluation.

Furthermore, redundancy is built into the forms to obtain multiple perspectives
on courthouse functions. Information can be cross-referenced against other
instrument data to develop a more robust understanding of areas of inquiry that
architects and other POE users can use to identify and solve existing problems.

4.3.2 Supplemental Studies

Though the Toolkit offers instruments to conduct POEs of considerable depth, it is
possible that even greater depth may be achieved using instruments beyond those
provided in the Toolkit. Examples of in-depth assessments not provided in the
Toolkit include:

• Energy and environmental performance (see below for a list of references).
• Measurements of ambient conditions, such as acoustics and illumination.
• Comprehensive building condition assessments.

Fig. 4.5 Court visitor survey form sample. Source Authors
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The following energy, environmental, and sustainability evaluation references
may be useful:

• Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)TM Project Design
Checklists;

• AAJ Sustainable Justice Committee’s “Sustainable Justice 2030: Green Guide to
Justice” and “Sustainable Justice Guidelines”;

• The Living Future Institute’s “Living Building Challenge”;
• General Service Administration (GSA) “High Performance and Sustainable

Buildings Guidance”, “GSA Sustainability Matters”, and “GSA Sustainable
Facilities Tool”.

4.4 Who Should be Involved in the POE?

An evaluation team must be assembled for the POE, and its composition will
depend on the purpose and depth of the evaluation. These decisions about scope
will suggest who should conduct the POE: can the design team, the building
occupants, or the owners conduct the POE? Or should it include representatives of
all of them and perhaps an outside professional or academic who specializes in
building evaluation? If surveys are to be completed by court staff and/or visitors, or
if the Building Conditions Interview is going to be conducted with the facilities
manager, the latter is highly recommended. If environmental and ambient condi-
tions are to be measured, expert assistance is critical. The project delivery method
might also influence who should be involved in the subsequent POE.

Regardless of the intended POE scope, a successful evaluation must involve
input from at least the following representatives:

• The design team;
• Those in court management who know and understand the operations of the

courthouse under investigation, e.g., court operations and facilities managers;
• The owner agency;
• Someone with knowledge of and experience in conducting POEs. Such an

expert may be contracted to conduct the POE, but in any case, will engage with
representatives of the other groups.

4.5 The POE Process

The Toolkit provides preparation, on-site, and post-site visit guidance for evaluators
to optimize their use of the POE instruments. Below are excerpts of instructions
provided for these portions of the POE process.
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4.5.1 Preparation

As the evaluation team is assembled, a member of the team must contact the facility
to state their intent to conduct a POE. At this time the details of the POE should be
explained, including:

• The staff members who should be present for tours and interviews;
• Types of data collection that will be carried out including methodology and

requirements to carry out each one;
• Areas of the facility that must be accessed;
• Length of time the team will be on site, with proposed days and times;
• Specific requests. For example, copies of plans or other documents, permission

to photograph.

Contact should be made well in advance of the visit so that the client can
assemble the appropriate staff members to participate in the site tour, alert court staff
and other parties of the POE and of their potential involvement, and receive nec-
essary security clearances for the evaluation team.

After all of the relevant court staff is assembled, a site tour, interviews, and Court
Visitor Survey recruitment times should be scheduled. The POE on-site activities
should be scheduled according to optimal times for the completion of each form: for
example, the Visitor Survey should be scheduled according to peak times of visitor
volume in order to gain the most possible survey responses. The Building
Conditions Tour should be organized for a time at which all courthouse areas can be
accessed without interruption, which might be outside of business hours. The tour
should also be done early in the visit to allow the team to gain a general under-
standing of the layout of the facility and observe some of the operations, which will
benefit subsequent data collection. The Building Conditions Interview should be
scheduled during a time at which the Facilities Manager and others can participate
without interruption and at a time that will not conflict with visitor recruitment.
The POE schedule should be sent to participating staff approximately one to two
weeks prior to the beginning of the evaluation.

4.5.2 On-Site

The evaluation team should arrive early to review the strategy for the day, confirm
responsibilities, and discuss last-minute items related to the site visit. While on the
facility tour, list follow-up questions that can be asked during the interview. Take as
many photographs as possible, if permitted to do so. Permission should be arranged
in advance of the site visit. If building drawings, construction documents, or other
building information was provided, bring these on the tour. Look for relevant
details or background information that had not been provided and note accordingly.
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Unanticipated events are common and a strategy for handling them should be
considered beforehand. For example, the visitor survey recruiter may experience a
low acceptance rate, or disruptions to the court schedule may impact visitor survey
recruitment or significantly skew the types of visitors at the courthouse during the
POE. If a staff member is suddenly unavailable for an interview, prepare to
reschedule the interview for as early as possible after the site visit.

4.5.3 After the Site-Visit

A debriefing session with the evaluation team is highly recommended and should
occur as soon as possible after the site visit - if necessary, by conference call - to
discuss:

• General thoughts about the success of the POE in terms of process and meeting
its objectives;

• Review of impressions and findings about the building’s quality and perfor-
mance that should be captured for the report;

• Additional information that may require follow-up;
• Methodological concerns that could impact the data;
• The delegation of next steps, including responsibility for conducting analyses

and drafting sections of the report.

4.6 Pilot Application of the POE Toolkit

In December 2015, a pilot POE was conducted on a large courthouse in North
America to test the methodologies of each Toolkit instrument. The POE evaluated
several areas of building performance, including site conditions and access,
building systems, furnishings and amenities, functional area components (e.g.,
security screening, courtrooms, clerks service areas), circulation systems, and other
topics, listed above. Staff and visitor satisfaction were assessed on a number of
topics including courthouse building and site, functional areas utilized while in the
building (e.g., staff workstations, publicly-accessible areas), and courtrooms. In
addition, a number of qualitative features of the courthouse were assessed,
including the degree to which the courthouse conveys a sense of openness, trans-
parency, dignity, justice, and fairness.

The goals of this pilot study were to validate each of the POE Toolkit instru-
ments, to assess technical building performance, to gauge courthouse staff and
visitor satisfaction with the courthouse building and site, and to learn from the
experience about what would be most helpful to include in the Toolkit instructions.
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The courthouse scored highly in almost all areas, with facilities reporting over
95% of building performance items as “very good” or “good” (see Fig. 4.6).

Courthouse employees also rated the courthouse highly, including public areas,
staff-only areas, and workstations (see Fig. 4.7).

Courthouse visitors were largely satisfied with the courthouse, particularly with
regard to maintenance, cleanliness, and safety (see Fig. 4.8). One area requiring
significant attention was the need for additional parking accommodations.

This pilot study garnered confidence in the results yielded by the data obtained
with the Toolkit.
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Fig. 4.6 Building conditions overall results by area. Source Authors
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Fig. 4.7 Courthouse employee general workspace satisfaction. Source Authors
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4.7 Conclusion—Opportunities to Contribute to Best
Practices

While a single POE can provide valuable feedback to the clients, users, and
designers of that particular building, as a “case study” it may be of little interest or
value in terms of drawing general conclusions or results that can be applied to
future designs. On the other hand, when many POEs are performed, the opportunity
to draw general conclusions about lessons learned is greatly enhanced. Conducting
regular POEs provides the opportunity for continuous improvement in building
standards, procedures, designs, and operations.

There is little precedent for a systemized catalog of evidence-based design
strategies specific to building type (Pati 2005). The Toolkit structure, as a function
of the use of standardized instruments, supports consistency in the types of data
collected and the means by which collection is completed. The database of results
affords direct comparison of the data collected on multiple types of
courthouse-specific design strategies to determine which are most effective. This
data aggregation is particularly effective for building types that contain repetitive
building programs, as is the case with courthouses. As application of best practices
is crucial for the evolution of justice facility design, and access to evidence-based
design strategies is of the utmost importance for ensuring that design decisions
reflect best practices, this database will simplify access to the latest evidence-based
design data pertaining to courthouses. The data collected can be used to contribute
to the body of knowledge pertaining to courthouse design. Research studies can be
conducted utilizing the data collected via the toolkits, resulting in substantial time
and resource savings. This data can also contribute to the development and
refinement of courthouse design guidelines.

The benefits of POE as part of the overall BPE process cannot be overstated. The
goals of this Courthouse POE Toolkit are to streamline the process of conducting
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Fig. 4.8 Courthouse visitor feelings of safety and security. Source Authors
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building evaluations, to increase the frequency with which POEs are conducted, and
to encourage courthouse research endeavors, in order to develop a resource for the
support of widespread application of best practices to courthouse design.
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