
Safety versus style
in the washroom
The evolution of washroom design 

The significance of washroom design has increased enormously in recent 
years. Where once they were necessary but under-considered spaces 
within our buildings, washrooms today offer opportunities to architects and 
designers to establish the tone of entire projects. This change in status has 
been driven by users, tenants, building owners and architects themselves.  

For users, visiting the washroom is an essential part of their working lives. 
Rather than facilities that simply deliver a hygienic environment, users now 
expect comfort and privacy. In fact, their overall impression of a building’s 
quality – or lack of it – will often be deeply affected by their assessment of its 
washrooms. In the case of public venues, visitors are also ready to share their 
opinions on social media – we are all aware of how the quality of washrooms 
regularly affects reviews on Trip Advisor – which adds even more to the 
importance of providing premium facilities.

Since users ascribe such importance to washrooms, building tenants must 
do so, too, if they want to attract and retain employees and/or customers. 
This in turn means building owners must ensure the washrooms provided 
are up to scratch in order to attract tenants, especially when the washrooms 
are often the only part of an otherwise empty building that can be seen in a 
finished condition.

No wonder then that washrooms have become a prime focus for architects 
to showcase their talents. High-grade materials and aesthetically pleasing 
designs have become as important as meeting the basic need for hygiene.

But has the understandable drive to ever-higher quality and comfort led to 
one important facet of any design scheme being sidelined? 

020 3657 7615   |   maxwoodwashrooms.com

Sleek, clean lines are the order of the day for high 
end washrooms, exemplified by floor-to-ceiling 
doors providing complete privacy for users.

Experience washrooms that go beyond
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washrooms are often the 
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empty building that can be 
seen in a finished condition.



Doc-M building regulations 

‘WC compartment doors, and doors to 
wheelchair-accessible unisex toilets, 
changing rooms or shower rooms [must] 
have an emergency release mechanism 
so that they are capable of being opened 
outwards, from the outside, in case of 
emergency.’

Building Regulations 2010, Access To and Use of 
Buildings: Approved Document M, Section 5.4(e)
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Where does safety fit in? 

Today, more than ever before, clients need to know that their buildings are 
safe to use in all circumstances, and this applies as much to washrooms as it 
does to building materials, escape routes and access points. 

Building regulations and guidance set various requirements for washrooms in 
order to make them safe for all potential users, including those with physical 
impairments. Obviously, these regulations have been set for the best of 
reasons, but they can create a potential dilemma for designers: how to 
comply without compromising the aesthetics of their schemes?

A common example of this tension is the guidance around contrasting LRV 
(light reflectance value) between doors and pilasters to aid the visually 
impaired with navigating the washroom. Complying with such guidance will 
often compromise the minimalist design aspiration for a washroom, and so 
the guidance is bypassed in the interest of design impact.

Another, less spoken about, aspect of safety that has been covered by 
building regulations but not typically reflected in designs, is the need for 
toilet cubicle doors to be quickly openable from the outside, in an outwards 
direction, in the event of an emergency. 

It is not uncommon for a person to fall ill while inside a toilet cubicle. Indeed, 
in a work environment, a cubicle is often the first place someone will head to 
if they are feeling unwell. Should their condition deteriorate to the point where 
they collapse, getting the occupant out of the cubicle quickly and safely 
becomes of utmost importance, even to the point of life or death. However, 
there is high chance that the person inside could be slumped against the 
door or otherwise obstructing access.  In this scenario, any inward opening 
cubicle doors (most cubicle doors open inwards) become a trap-point, 
and hence the regulation that the door must be capable of being opened 
outwards, from the outside.



020 3657 7615   |   maxwoodwashrooms.comExperience washrooms that go beyond

Safety with no design compromise 

Having recognised the significance of the issue around emergency outward-
opening cubicle access, Maxwood has developed a revolutionary full-height, 
flush-fronted cubicle system that both satisfies the regulatory requirement 
and takes aesthetics to a new level – truly the best of both worlds.  

We will shortly be launching Movana – one of the most stylish cubicle 
systems to date, which enables external access within eight seconds without 
the need for any special equipment or heavy lifting.

Online product launch
December 2020 

Book your place: 020 3657 7615
or sales@maxwoodwashrooms.com

The risks of non-compliance 

Whilst the regulation relating to emergency outward opening access 
makes complete sense, complying with it has been extremely difficult 
when designing the flush-fronted floor-to-ceiling cubicle systems that are 
typically included in high-end washrooms. Strict adherence requires a 
design compromise, such as unsightly gaps above the door to allow for 
cubicle doors on lift-off hinges (highly impractical) or settling for ’sacrificial 
access’, which essentially means breaking into the cubicle (very disruptive 
and costly). As well as compromising the design and user experience, these 
solutions are both slow and dangerous in themselves. 

The consequence, all too often, is that complying with this particular 
regulation is fudged or ignored. It is regarded by many as a ticking 
timebomb, with a tragic incident waiting to happen that will highlight the 
importance of this largely ignored requirement.

This cannot be a satisfactory state of affairs. Building users are left 
without adequate safeguards and the prospect opens up whereby clients, 
contractors and even architects could be held liable if someone suffers – or, 
in the worst case, dies – due to delayed medical attention in this scenario. If 
recent events have shown one thing, they have shown what tragic events can 
occur when safety regulations in the built environment are not complied with.
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Introducing

Movana
Made by Maxwood


