
may–june 201762 gbdmagazine.com

FEATURES FEATURES

may–june 2017gb&d 63

PEOPLE
IN FOCUS

A FLOORING MANUFACTURER PUTS CUSTOMERS AT  
THE CENTER OF ITS SUSTAINABLE APPROACH

BY MARGARET POE
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“The most successful 
developments are 
those that begin with 
a customer issue or 
need that does not 
currently exist in the 
marketplace. Innovative 
development and 
customer satisfaction 
is the highest level of 
accomplishment for 
our entrepreneurial 
driven research and 
development team.”

PAUL EVANS 
VICE PRESIDENT OF R & D,  
TARKETT NORTH AMERICA

hen you’re climbing up a mountain trail, you pay close 
attention to the uneven path beneath your feet. Your attention 
is likewise focused when traversing a pothole-buckled city 
street. But this attention doesn’t stop when you walk into an 
office, hospital, or school. Whether you’re inside or out, the 
surface below your feet shapes your experience.

That’s a realization increasingly common among architects 
and designers today, says Jonathan Klinger, chief marketing 
officer for Tarkett North America, a manufacturer of flooring 
and sports surface solutions. “The floor isn’t just the floor,” 
he says. “The floor plays a role in influencing how people 
fundamentally feel in the space.” 

Creating people-focused spaces is fundamental for Tarkett, 
which has been developing flooring solutions for health care, 
retail, education, housing, hospitality, sports, and offices for 
more than 130 years. It’s a focus that aligns with Tarkett’s 
decades-long commitment to using sustainable practices to 
create safe and healthy environments. 

USER-FRIENDLY MATERIALS
The company’s commitment to sustainability holds strong. 
Tarkett launched its first recycling program in 1957—well 
before it became an industry buzzword. “Recycling is a 
huge part of our DNA,” says Diane Martel, vice president 
of environmental planning and strategy at Tarkett North 
America. 

Tarkett is working toward ambitious goals for 2020, too. By 
that year, the company aims to send zero industrial waste to the 
landfill. In doing so, Tarkett aims to double the volume of post-
consumer products it gathers through “take-back” programs. 
After taking back used flooring products once customers 
are done with them, the company will recycle them into 
new products—creating an endless production cycle without 
extracting new materials.

You can’t have people-friendly spaces without materials that 
respect both people and the environment, Martel says. It all 
starts with good materials: You can’t respect the environment 
without practicing good resource stewardship in the materials 
you use. And you can’t handle the resources in a sustainable 
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way if you’re not reusing those materials at the end of use.
In order to ensure the highest quality materials are used, 

collaboration between all the teams who work on a project 
is essential, says Paul Evans, vice president of R & D, Tarkett 
North America. “R & D and sustainability team up from the 
beginning of projects so safe materials are chosen and the new 
product has an end-of-use solution when it is created,” he says.

ENHANCING THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE 
A collaborative, people-centered approach was essential to 
the execution of one Tarkett installation in Oregon. While 
surveying stakeholders is a standard part of most projects, 
it’s not every day those stakeholders are 6-year-olds brimming 
with ideas for, say, a slide in the school library. Yet that’s 
exactly what happened at Trillium Creek Primary School in West 
Linn, Oregon. The project incorporated input from teachers, 
administrators, staff, community members, and, yes, the kids 
themselves. All told, some 300 people were weighed in during 
the planning process, Klinger says. 

The process led them to Powerbond, a resilient solution that 
is 100% recyclable and promotes healthy indoor air quality. 
The hybrid sheet flooring allows for colorful inlays that add a 
whimsical element to the school design. For school officials, 
there were bottom-line benefits. The flooring both resists soil 
entrapment and masks wear, reducing maintenance costs. 
And for cost-conscious administrators, a long-lasting product 

FUTURE  
IN FOCUS

For Tarkett, three megatrends will 
shape the globe—and its business—
in the decades to come. First, 
increasing economic opportunities 
are pushing people to cities. Just 
over half the world’s population 
lived in cities in 2014, but by 2050, 
that share will jump to two-thirds. 
As a result, megacities—those with 
populations over more than 10 
million—are popping up all over the 
world. The United Nations expects 
41 megacities by 2030.

And the population isn’t 
just growing—it’s aging, too. 
Virtually every country on earth is 
experiencing growth in both the 
number and proportion of older 
adults among their population, the 
UN reports. Over just 15 years, from 
2015 to 2030, the number of people 
ages 60 and older is projected to 
grow by 56%—to 1.4 billion. That will 
reach 2.1 billion by 2050.

This growth is accelerating 
the pressure on resources. Over 
the last century, water usage has 
been growing at more than twice 
the rate of population increase, 
the UN says. And by 2025, nearly 
2 billion may be living with 
absolute water scarcity. Further, 
much is being lost: Of the $3.2 
trillion in global materials value 
consumed each year, only 20% is 
recovered, according to the World 
Economic Forum. Just 20 to 30% of 
construction and demolition waste 
is recycled or reused.

The interplay of these enormous 
challenges will shape the future. 
The people, organizations, and 
companies that understand this 
have the capacity to make a major 
difference in our world.

Tarkett flooring resists soil entrapment 
and masks wear, while also allowing 
for colorful inlays.

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF TARKETT
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“If they know they 
can install a product 
that’s going to last 
50 years, then that 
provides them an 
economic peace of 
mind they would not 
find in an alternative 
product.”

JONATHAN KLINGER 
CMO, 
TARKETT NORTH AMERICA
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is simply good business. “If they know they 
can install a product that’s going to last 50 
years, then that provides them an economic 
peace of mind they would not find in an 
alternative product,” Klinger says.    

The highly collaborative process was 
acknowledged, as the project earned 
the James D. MacConnell Award for its 
comprehensive planning process. The 
award, named for an internationally 
renowned educator, honors educational 
facilities built through a process of 
collaboration and communication with 
the broader community. The success 
of this project represents the power of 
incorporating so many views. Or as Trillium 
Creek Principal Charlotte Morris says, 
“What happens when a community comes 
together to think hard and dream together 
to make the world better for our kids?”

This type of collaboration is essential in 
a world where ubiquitous interactions are 
the new currency, says Chris Stulpin, senior 
vice president of design at Tarkett. “We 
are truly taking the principles of design 
thinking and focusing on how we can 
enhance the human experience with the 
things we make,” he says. This empathetic 
and experiential approach gives the 
company powerful tools to solve problems.

Tarkett’s approach to the built 
environment, whether in a hospital, office, 
or school, is consistently people-centric, 
Stulpin says. By taking the principles of 
design thinking, product teams focus 
on how they can truly enhance people’s 
lives, he says. “We’re no longer developing 
materials because they need a color update, or we think 
it’s a neat aesthetic,” he says. “It’s really about, ‘How will 
these products enhance the human experience?’”

RADICAL TRANSPARENCY
For Tarkett, the focus is constantly on the way products 
and people interact with the environment. The company is 
committed to sharing the details about those interactions 
with the public. Third-party certification is a huge part of 
that. So far, third-party experts have certified more than 
2,700 raw materials within Tarkett products.

The Cradle to Cradle 
standard assesses 
the broader impact 
of a product upon 
both people and the 
environment. After 
weighing five factors—
material content, 
material reutilization, 
share of renewable 
energy, water 
stewardship during 
production, and 
socially responsible 
principles—the 
product receives a 
certification, from 
basic to platinum.

Tarkett 
worked with the 
Environmental 
Protection and 
Encouragement 
Agency to create 
a document to 
create a material 
health statement 
document to disclose 
the results of its 
C2C assessments. 
This provides full 
visibility around 
the composition 
of its products and 
the environmental 
impact of materials 

throughout the 
manufacturing process. It’s 
just one way in which the 
company embraces “radical 
transparency,” Klinger says.

To Evans, transparency 
around materials is 
essential. “We are providing 
the safest products and 
systems in the industry 
for our customers and our 
employees,” he says. gb&d

It’s hard to be a pioneer, 
Martel says, but as Tarkett 

has found, it pays off. 
Throughout its history, 
the company has been 
a leader. For example, 

Tarkett began phasing out 
ortho-phthalates in 2011 

as a precaution, given 
the potential for negative 
impacts on human health. 

Thanks to its rigorous 
R&D, the company 

discovered an alternative 
material that offered 

the same performance 
and durability. For years, 

Tarkett was a lonely voice, 
but by 2015 the major 
industry players were 
scrambling to replace 

ortho-phthalates. Tarkett, 
alone, had the head start.

As it looks toward the 
future, Tarkett has focused 

on three mega trends: 
urbanization, aging 

populations, and resource 
scarcity. As increasing 

numbers of people 
live in cities, the built 

environment becomes 
where they spend most 

of their time. Making sure 
that environment is safe 
and healthy is essential, 
especially as the aging 

population faces greater 
health risks from indoor 

air pollution. And creating 
safe, healthy spaces 

means keeping the people 
in those spaces at the 

forefront of all decisions.

LEADING
THE WAY

DID YOU 
KNOW?
90% 
share of 
Americans’ 
time spent 
indoors, 
according to  
the EPA

20% 
share of  
American 
adults 
potentially 
affected by 
allergies, 
according to 
AAFA

40% 
share of 
American 
children 
potentially 
affected by 
allergies

Tarkett’s approach to the built 
environment is always people-centric, 
whether it’s an office, hospital, or any 
other space. 
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