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performs (i.e., functions) after it is completed (and occupied; e.g., Zimring & Reizenstein, 
1980). The POE approach has been applied to renovations as well as new construction. 
This may sound like the pre–post experimental design, but it is not an experiment (no 
random assignment). In some situations, what happens would not impress us as research 
because many POEs take the form of a posttest-only assessment. That is, architects  
do some kind of assessment of building performance, both for the physical metrics of 
the building and for the psychological responses of the occupants, after the building is 
completed.

The research approach may improve if measures are taken both before and after the 
construction or renovation takes place. For example, there has been considerable inter-
est in the effect of open plan offices (without permanent walls) on the productivity of 
office workers, and since the open plan was introduced in the late 1960s, comparisons 
have been made of workers who moved from traditional offices to open plan offices (e.g., 
Oldham & Brass, 1979). These studies, however, still lack aspects we consider essential 
to rule out alternative hypotheses: random assignment to condition and a control group.

Nonequivalent Control Group

The approach typified by the POE still lacks a control group. To try to remedy that situ-
ation, researchers may try to find what is called a nonequivalent control group, that is, 
people like those undergoing the change but without the intervention. In the case of the 
office example, you are looking for a group that did not move to a new open plan office 
but in other ways was like the group that moved. If a company had multiple office loca-
tions, it is possible that you might find such a nonequivalent group.

You still lack random assignment to condition, but at least you are trying to look at 
what happens to similar others not undergoing the change. As you might imagine, find-
ing a reasonable nonequivalent control group is difficult. In the case of the POEs, you 
are trying to find “equivalent people” in “equivalent buildings” with “equivalent organi-
zational structure” where a renovation has not occurred.

A very real problem for researchers is the challenge of doing high-quality research in 
field settings (see Chapter 3). Architects and designers face this problem whenever they 
want to evaluate the effect of actual buildings that people occupy using a POE.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• What is a postoccupancy evaluation (POE)? What is a nonequivalent control group, 
and why are these hard to find in the real world?

Nonequivalent 
control group: 
in a pre–post 
design, use 
of a control 
group like the 
intervention 
group to 
the extent 
possible but 
not randomly 
assigned.


