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FIRST ROTTERDAM
Robeco’s new Rotterdam headquarters

About Robeco
Robeco is a pure play asset manager serving institutional and wholesale investors across 

the globe. Research lies at the heart of everything we do, with a ‘pioneering but cautious’ 

approach that has been in our DNA since our foundation in Rotterdam in 1929. We believe 

strongly in sustainability investing, quantitative techniques and constant innovation.
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Introduction

Robeco is all about people. About highly motivated and skilled professionals who want to get the 

best out of themselves and who want to provide our clients with the best possible returns, solutions 

and services.

Our headquarters in the FIRST building, opposite Rotterdam Central Station, offers our people an 

open, transparent and inspiring environment where physical and digital workspaces are optimally 

fitted out to support activity-based working. A place that encourages interaction, knowledge-

sharing, cooperation, creativity and innovation. An environment in which our people can perform, 

develop and excel. An office that genuinely supports our employees in realizing Robeco’s mission:

‘To enable our clients to achieve their financial objectives 
through superior investment returns and solutions’

This book is a compilation of accounts by the people who came up with this workplace concept, 

designed the building and fitted out the interior of FIRST. It also presents their views on the 

realization of this exceptional building.

Robeco FIRST Project Group 

Jochem Gottmers

Ton Ligtvoet

Monique Sturmans
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After the post-war reconstruction period, Rotterdam established its reputation as a place of 

fertile ground for architectural and urban planning experiments. Due to the fact that the city was 

completely razed in the Second World War, modernism has had a major influence on its spatial 

construct. Rotterdam is one of the few cities whose devastation provided the platform to start all 

over again following contemporary doctrines. The underlying principles were mobility, new building 

techniques, large-scale construction, and a huge leap in the intensity of construction work and 

urbanization.

FIRST was constructed on the foundations of Bouwcenter (Building Center), where strategic decisions 

regarding the development of the city had been taken and modern technologies presented. These 

aspects, which led to the idea of giving city houses a modern interpretation, prompted the known 

archetype of modern technology in authentic buildings.

The architecture of FIRST was inspired by the Groot Handelsgebouw across the way and the work of 

its architect, Hugh Maaskant. The building characterizes his belief in technological advancement. 

In architectural mass production, Maaskant considered construction technology and industrialized 

building methods to be the best way to achieve high quality.

FIRST represents a hybrid building typology. It is a combination of modern XL warehouses and 

twin towers, fulfilling the needs of both future and contemporary working organizations. The 

XL warehouse that houses Robeco has a floor plate of 30m x 80m, and the vertical connections 

between floors incorporate a number of voids. The average floor surface is 2,200m2, while the 

floor-to-ceiling height is 4.5m. All floors are connected with open stairs to provide an internal 

promenade. The floor plan is designed to allow the highest level of flexibility, providing an ideal 

floor plan for the new work culture. This new culture means that today, more than ever before, 

offices represent knowledge centers where our future is mapped out. Offices are the most advanced 

working environments in the history of work. The quality of the working environment has direct 

implications for people’s emotions. A well-designed workplace can act as an enhancing stimulant for 

its surroundings. 

The building
de Architekten Cie.

“Studying and exploring an unknown context is the basis of design. It 
provides the ground for us to identify the potential and the constraints 
of a given situation. We respond to the context through architectural 
intervention. The context would address the dynamic relationship between 
the culture and the physical surrounding, at a given moment of time”.

Architect Branimir Medić
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Building the future
In the initial design phase, the abstract quality of the materials and forms was of the essence. 

Co-operation with a new generation of young architects, skilled in sophisticated 3D programs, 

opened up a broad spectrum of potential. Computer-generated 3D models enabled a different 

method of research (e.g., quick checks of actual perspective, dealing with complex forms, and 

simultaneously testing detail within the totality).

The design is intended to be lasting, with two building entities merged into one unique composition 

that represents a specific configuration of generic spatial frames. It is a ‘domino’ building structure 

combined with an H-form tower floor plate. Its building skin is composed of repetitive elements to 

provide endless flexibility. A modular geometry was consequently applied to the entire interior and 

exterior. This specific building configuration offers possibilities for different programs and a variety of 

working and living cultures, for both present and future implementation. This concept is carried by 

the use of historically proven durable materials, such as concrete and stone, chosen for their timeless 

expression.

Structure
The building was constructed on foundations of heavy vertical beams, resting on two layers of sand. 

The tower was built first, since, despite the very deep foundations, the difference in weight between 

the high and low part of the building could cause uneven subsidence. Computations during the 

building process showed that the higher part would be sunk an estimated 10 cm deeper than the 

lower part. Hydraulic screws were therefore built into each of the tower foundations to lift the entire 

structure by some 9 cm so that all the floor surfaces would be in alignment. The structural system is 

composed of prefabricated concrete cores combined with prefabricated load-bearing façade panels.

Prefabrication is a method of construction commonly used in dense urban settings. All the above-

ground construction elements for the FIRST building are 100% prefabricated to meet high standards 

of execution in a tight construction period.

Branimir Medić 

Pero Puljiz
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A vision to create the best working environment for Robeco in terms of office space and IT was 

formulated in 2010. It was based on the underlying principles of cooperation, knowledge-sharing 

and innovation. Central to this vision is an open, transparent and flexible working environment 

that permits activity-based working and stimulates communication, cooperation, creativity and 

innovation. An office environment that employees enjoy working in, one that allows them to 

perform their work efficiently and effectively, and helps them to achieve optimal results for Robeco’s 

clients. 

A project group was set up to give further substance to this vision, based on the perspective of a 

physical workplace, IT workspace and transition and communication areas.

Activity-based working
The FIRST workplace concept was realized together with the people who work at Robeco. The needs 

of the employees in the different teams and the work processes they use formed the basis for the 

creation of a new workplace concept. It offers different forms of work spaces with the aim of securing 

flexibility and greater variation of stations in an open and transparent environment. Evaluations and 

extensive testing have led to the development of an optimal working environment. 

Depending on the tasks to be performed, employees can choose the type of work space that aligns 

best with their activities. There are open, enclosed or closed work spaces. In addition, a wide variety 

of formal and informal meeting rooms are available, with optimal facilities for employees. 

IT workplace
Robeco opted for a completely new IT concept. This involved deciding in favor of multiple innovative 

technologies and, finally, to maximize efficiency and effectivity, implementing a global IT workspace 

with the same IT work stations for the entire workforce. The IT work space provides employees with 

state-of-the-art tools and support, enabling them to perform their activities optimally anytime, 

anyplace. Seamless network connectivity supports activity-based working at FIRST. Employees are 

given a smart phone and a convertible laptop with which they can access their work wherever they 

are, making use of a variety of means of communication. Unlocking knowledge sources and securing 

communication via central platforms enables effective cooperation anywhere in the world.

Transition and communication 
Because the organization was undergoing substantial change, Robeco adopted an extensive 

transition and communication program, which called for a three-phase approach to the project. 

The main objective of Phase 1, from 2011 to 2014, was to create awareness. In this period, we kept 

staff informed about choices being made in terms of refurbishing or moving, on progress with the 

construction work and on changes taking place in the IT workplace. Phase 2, which started in 2015, 

focused on enhancing engagement. This phase included a massive communications effort: frequent 

meetings were held to update staff,  management teams and departments. In the summer of 2015, 

we set up an ‘on-boarding’ program to ensure that the transition to FIRST would run smoothly and 

The workplace concept 
Robeco
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that managers and staff would be thoroughly prepared for the move. This ‘on-boarding’ program 

involved a team-preparation check, MT sessions about activity-based working, IT connect training 

and a ‘FIRST experience’. This included a visit to the offices by staff before the move to FIRST took 

place. During this visit they received training on activity-based working, the new IT work space 

and the facilities available in the new office premises. This resulted in a smooth transition, with 

managers and staff thoroughly prepared for the move and ready to use the new IT work space.  

Vitality
Robeco strongly believes that vital employees are key to realizing the company’s goals. Ensuring the 

vitality and sustainable employability of personnel is therefore of paramount importance. Robeco 

has focused increasingly on encouraging a healthy work-life balance and providing a working 

environment that supports staff vitality. Employees must be mentally, emotionally and physically fit 

to meet the changing and increasingly demanding conditions at work.

Robeco is committed to providing an office environment in which employees enjoy working. One 

that allows them to perform their work efficiently and effectively and helps them to achieve optimal 

result for Robeco’s clients. The concept of ‘anytime, anyplace’ is an important contributor to a 

healthy work-life balance. Robeco supports à-la-carte sports facilities to encourage employees to live 

healthy lives and take sufficient exercise. Subsidized gym memberships, weekly boot camps and an 

in-house sports facility are examples. 

FIRST has a wide range of ergonomic office chairs, desk bikes and height-adjustable desks that 

enable active working. This helps create a pleasant working environment with the aim of preventing 

work-related sickness. Other initiatives are health checks and a health-benefits program called FLOW, 

initiated after the move to FIRST. 

People are becoming increasingly aware of the importance of nutrition. Robeco has selected a 

sustainable catering firm for FIRST that provides healthy and seasonal products produced and 

distributed locally. Healthy products are subsidized, and this stimulates their use and increases 

awareness of the importance of food for the health of employees. More than 60% of the products 

provided by the caterers form part of the vitality menu for employees.

Ton Ligtvoet

Jochem Gottmers

Monique Sturmans
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In 2012, international asset manager Robeco asked Fokkema & Partners to design Robeco’s 

new head office in Rotterdam. In addition to complying with core values such as client centered, 

innovative, connecting, sustainable, the winning plan focused on creating an environment within 

the organization where individuals have room to grow in surroundings that feel safe but are 

stimulating at the same time. The design team’s intention was to engineer the interior to technical 

perfection to meet Robeco’s tagline: ‘The Investment Engineers’. 

Routing
Robeco’s former office was a high-rise tower building with relatively small floors. As a result, 

hindered by the building’s typology, minimal interaction took place between departments, which 

was in fact the main reason for the move.

The atrium, as originally conceived, was full of interesting sightlines, but lacked interaction. So 

interconnecting the floors was the first objective. To achieve this, spectacular open stairways were 

added around the atrium to connect all office floors. This has improved the spatial effect of the 

atrium.

On entering the reception area at ground-floor level, an immense spiral staircase leads effortlessly 

into Robeco’s beating heart on the first floor. This features a barista coffee bar, restaurant and 

meeting center. The stairs lead up from here to the office floors, in a design that invites people to 

use them. The staircase is so wide in places, that it could double as a grandstand. The building has 

a dynamic buzz from the uninterrupted route leading around the atrium. To emphasize this effect, 

the pantries (one on each floor) are positioned directly between the staircases. These large pantries 

work as informal meeting areas for all users with touchdown desks and meeting tables. A suspended 

art installation in the ‘urban windows’ can be used as a waypoint along the route.

The route culminates in stairs that span the atrium, ending at Robeco’s bar and roof terrace on the 

7th floor: a great place to relax and recharge on sunbeams, with views over the Rotterdam cityscape.

 

The interior
Fokkema & Partners Architecten

“The interior for FIRST was designed with our key motto in mind: ‘obvious 
but unexpected’. This expresses our constant search for the functional yet 
fun, the beautiful and innovative within every unique project.” 

Thomas Buijs
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Design principles
In designing Robeco’s office floors for an activity-based layout, the big challenge for the design team 

was to create functional and pleasant open work spaces on floors of such large dimensions.

The open-space concept has been cleverly clustered into small units to avoid spaces feeling crowded. 

The buzz around the atrium is compensated with workspaces for concentrated work on the naturally 

less crowded zones away from the atrium.

The floor where the investment teams are located is in the middle of the building. Their position at 

the center of the new interior stimulates interaction with all the other teams, and this is conducive to 

achieving success with Robeco’s inventive products.

Storage spaces such as personal lockers and cupboards are fully integrated into the design. The 

lockers are wrapped around the core of the building on all floors to form a consistent and almost 

invisible extension to the architecture of the building’s exterior. The tapered doors that do not 

require door handles are both attractive and functional. They form a visually pleasing pattern that 

refers back to Dutch artist Jan Schoonhoven’s graphical artworks based on geographical principles.

Transparency is used consistently as a design tool on all floors. Fully glazed meeting rooms are 

positioned in such a way that they form natural barriers between different work environments. All 

items of furniture are high enough to provide screening, yet low enough to see over the top and 

ensure findability. Colored floor fields combined with light fixtures highlight special functions such as 

copy zones, meeting areas and pantries. This helps natural wayfinding and orientation around the 

office floors and enhances the intuitive use of the floors. Warm materials and carefully chosen fabrics 

create an optimistic and natural look and feel. The color scheme of the floors gradually changes as 

you move up in the building, achieving subtle changes in atmosphere.

Robeco believes that long-term investments and relations yield long-term profits. This mind-set 

favoring durability is reflected in the interior design. The building’s work-station layout is easily 

adaptable to varying needs. Clusters of work stations can be moved around like apps on an iPad. 

Large pieces of furniture are designed in modular blocks to allow flexibility. Workplace set-ups can 

therefore be interchanged easily, without the need to rebuild partition walls. However, should this be 

necessary, the building is still technically set up to accommodate this with ease. Furniture detailing 

was done in close collaboration with Robeco’s facilities team to provide both elegant and durable 

solutions. The material properties were selected with the utmost care to ensure enduring usability. 

Laura Atsma

Thomas Buijs
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Robeco First
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Sarah van Sonsbeeck Otobong Nkanga 
Faraday Tent | 2011 Contained Measures of Land | 2008
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Art forms an import part of the interior design. Its function is to connect and inspire in order to create 

an environment where employees and clients feel welcome. Each work of art tells a story and invites 

people to communicate, to discuss that story, to enjoy the beauty and to elicit a smile. This socially, 

culturally and environmentally engaged and contemporary art collection expresses Robeco’s views 

on the world. 

Each floor in FIRST features a number of art exhibits. The art works displayed are mainly by young 

Dutch artists and a few outstanding young international artists. 

Engagement is a key element, and there must be a clear link between the work of art and Robeco’s 

core values: “consistently and uncompromisingly client centered, innovative, sustainable, connecting”. 

Robeco strives to underpin the presence of these core values by displaying works by engaged and 

contemporary artists. With its mission to inspire, Robeco aims to enrich the work space environment. 

Robeco is not looking for the ‘easy picks’, but for art that inspires and triggers reactions. At the same 

time, art works should not offend, or distract too much. The artists displayed must have achieved 

some degree of recognition in the form of awards, and have been commissioned work by known 

institutions.

The art collection was financed by selling the previous collection from the former office premises.  

The Robeco Art Committee consists of two external advisors and a group of employees with an 

affinity for art.

The art collection
Robeco Art Committee

“Building up an art collection is like building up an investment-fund 
portfolio”, we have a goal to strive for a good return. In the case of art 
this will not directly be in financial gain but rather in creating an inspiring 
environment for employees and clients.”  

Robeco Art Committee
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David Jabonowski
Big Data Cubical | 2014

Constant Dullaert
Jennifer in Paradise | 2014 

Navid Nuur
The Broken Square | 2010-2012

Nick van Woert
Not yet titled ref. #1 | 2014

Rosella Biscotti
Single Mothers | 2014

Detanico Lain
Five PM in Kyoto | 2007

Julieta Aranda
Busto di giovinetto marmot | 2014

Shezad Dawood
Bathers | 2012

Alicia Kwade
19.02.2014 | 2014
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Ximena Garrido-Lecca
Destilaciones IV | 2016

Remco Torenbosch
Untitled (BEP) | 2010

Thomas van Linge
Liquidity (no. 2) | 2015

Femke Herregraven
Infinite capacity A13 (Detroit)| 2015

Amalia Pica
Memorial for intersections #11 | 2014

Neil Beloufa
Secured wall | 2014

Thomas Raat
No. 3 | 2015

Anouk Kruithof
Neutral (ashamed) | 2015

Mariana Castillo Deball
Untitled | 2014
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In 1954, Weena 850 was the location of the new Bouwcentrum (Building Center). The gift that the 

Association for the Dutch Brick Industry wished to present at that time was to be made partly from 

brick. The center’s architect, W.J.C. Boks, suggested a decorative brick wall and, after much debate, 

Henry Moore was commissioned to complete this task. In 1953, Museum Boymans mounted an 

exhibition of Moore’s work and, with his decorative façade elements for London’s Time-Life building 

(1952-1953), he demonstrated his ability to integrate sculpture into a building. However, such reliefs 

were only a minor part of Moore’s oeuvre. In the case of the Bouwcentrum relief, he first wished 

to test the brick, since it was a material he was not used to working with, before accepting the 

commission. He chose to use Dutch bricks, as he found their small size more suitable than British 

ones. In the summer of 1954, Moore therefore produced a plan of work and seven small plaster 

models, some of which had figures that resembled totem poles. The model chosen by the jury was 

translated by the architect into no fewer than forty-one working drawings. It was then left to two 

highly competent bricklayers to incorporate these designs into the brickwork. Using 16,000 hand-

molded, multicolored clinkers, they built geometric and organic forms right into the wall. 

When the Bouwcentrum was demolished, it was decided that the wall should be restored to its 

original location. Not only did Architekten Cie. incorporate the wall into their design for FIRST, they 

also added a second wall sculpture. Martijn Sandberg was assigned to realize a site-specific work 

of art on the southern façade of FIRST. The brick façade relief covers a wall surface measuring 3.5m 

in height and 27m in length. A message has been left on the stretcher bond on the wall, written in 

relief with brick letters 2.5m high. The text becomes visible in the play of light and shadow on the 

brick wall of the building’s lateral façade: ‘One More Wall Well Done’.

The Wall 
Henry Moore
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For Robeco’s new office building, Studio Wieki Somers designed an installation that lights up the 

building from east to west through three windows. The twelve circles made of resin blocks represent 

the sun and the moon, and display the time in an abstract manner, alluding to the stock market’s 

round-the-clock activity. 

One circle lights up each hour: the first circle on the east side at 7 o’clock in the morning, the second 

circle one hour later and so on until 7 o’clock in the evening, whereupon the cycle is repeated in the 

opposite direction. The outer circle takes its color palette from the sun, while the inner circle has 

moon-like colors. During the day, the sun shines into the building and at night the moon illuminates 

the interior. The circles grow fuller each month, synchronized with the lunar cycle.

The Light Circles  
Studio Wieki Somers
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Building plot   65X100 METERS

Number of builders   MAX. 350 AT ANY ONE TIME

Working hour   SIX DAYS PER WEEK, BETWEEN 06:00H - 22:00H

Number of suppliers involved in the construction work   >100

Building levels   31

Height of the building   128 METERS

Steel reinforcement   1,100,000 KG

Number of prefab components   5,700 PIECES

Natural stone floors   13,000 M2

Computer floor   27,000 M2

Climatic-control ceilings   33,890 M2

System ceilings   10,110 M2

Solar panels   160 PIECES – 253 M2

Energy requirement for heating   83% SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SOURCES = 58KWH/M2

Energy requirement for cooling   88% SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SOURCES = 70 KWH/M2

Water consumption   4.5 M3 PER EMPLOYEE, PER ANNUM

Rain water consumption   10% (FOR TOILETS)

The building   
Facts & Figures 
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Sustainability is a salient characteristic of the FIRST building. The building has been awarded a four-

star (excellent) BREEAM new-building certificate. BREEAM is an international standard for rating 

sustainability that is becoming an inescapable part of improving sustainability in buildings.  

Installations
The new techniques are becoming a strong instrument that unites ecology with economy. Waste-

reducing techniques comprise solar panels, LED lighting with adjustable daylight control and high-

frequency office lighting.

Thermal storage system
FIRST is a low-emissions energy-saving office building, partly thanks to the thermal storage system 

as a major contributor. It uses hot water from the summer to heat the building during the winter 

months and water chilled in the winter to cool the building in the summer. As a result, the energy 

requirement to cool or heat the building is small. The air-conditioning system ensures a comfortable 

climate in the office space every day.

Insolation
The elevation grid of concrete and stone designed to protect the façade from direct insolation has a 

thickness of 40cms. The number of openings on the façade depends on its orientation. The northern 

elevation is maximally open, with glazing on 80% of its surface. The southern elevation is 60% 

glazed, while both eastern and western elevations have 50% glazed surfaces. All windows are triple-

glazed.

Mobility 
FIRST is situated across from Rotterdam Central Station, an important hub for public transport. 

Robeco is keen to reduce the transportation requirement, to make employee transportation more 

efficient, and to choose a mode of transport that has less impact on the environment. Employees are 

therefore encouraged to use public transport. Staff who frequently have meetings in other countries 

and/or different time zones have access to webcams and advanced meeting software. Robeco aims 

to optimize flexibility and efficiency in mobility, and employees are therefore encouraged to use 

public transport

The building   
Sustainability
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The Robeco Project Group First
Jochem Gottmers  |  ROBECO 

Ton Ligtvoet  |  ROBECO 

Monique Sturmans  |  ROBECO 

The building
Branimur Branimir Medić  |  DE ARCHITEKTEN CIE.

Pero Puljic  |  DE ARCHITEKTEN CIE.

The interior
Laura Atsma  |  FOKKEMA & PARTNERS ARCHITECTEN

Thomas Buijs  |  FOKKEMA & PARTNERS ARCHITECTEN

The art collection
Carolyn H. Drake  |  TALE OF A TUB

Nathanja van Dijk  |  TALE OF A TUB

Robeco Art Committee  |  ROBECO

The light circles 
Wieki Somers  |  STUDIO WIEKI SOMERS

Dylan van den Berg  |  STUDIO WIEKI SOMERS

The book
Thomas van den Broecke  |  WOW MAKE IT WORK

Chantal Bausch  |  WOW MAKE IT WORK

Studio  |  ROBECO

The pictures
Sander Nagel  |  SANDER NAGEL FOTOGRAFIE

Labadie & Van Tour  |  WIEKI SOMERS

Jeroen Musch, Luuk Kramer & Frank Laumen  |  DE ARCHITEKTEN CIE. 

Horizon Photoworks  |  FOKKEMA & PARTNERS ARCHITECTEN

Questions?
Please contact Robeco at first@robeco.nl

Editorial team   



FIRST  |  Robeco’s new Rotterdam headquarters 51



1236-11’16


