
Rethinking the Ceiling Plane as an Energy Asset 
Advantages of Using Passive Thermal Storage in a Commercial Office Renovation

When Swinerton Builders relocated its Inland Northwest office to the Scott Morris Center for Energy Innovation in Spokane, Washington, the project team sought to balance a unique set of facility-management priorities. The goal was to create a 9,000-square-foot high-performance workplace that prioritized occupant comfort, supported decarbonization and used industrialized construction methods to shorten the renovation schedule.

To meet these objectives, the project used Armstrong® Ultima® Templok® Energy Saving Ceilings as a core component of the office’s thermal and structural design. By incorporating phase change material (PCM) into the ceiling plane, the system was intended to serve as a distributed thermal-storage asset, helping stabilize indoor temperatures and reduce the mechanical load on the building’s HVAC systems.

The installation demonstrates how facility managers can evaluate interior building elements not just as finishes, but as integrated operational assets that contribute to energy efficiency, thermal stability and project economics.

Using PCM Technology for Passive Thermal Storage
Modern facility managers are increasingly challenged to mitigate peak energy demand driven by occupancy, lighting and solar heat gain. In a tenant-improvement context, adding new mechanical capacity can be cost-prohibitive or physically constrained by existing building envelopes.

To address this, the Spokane project chose Templok Energy Saving Ceilings. These tiles incorporate PCM technology, which passively absorbs and releases thermal energy as interior temperatures fluctuate. By acting as a thermal sponge, the PCM allows the ceiling to store heat during peak periods and release it during cooler cycles. This process is intended to passively cool and warm the space, thereby reducing the runtime of mechanical HVAC systems.

In this specific application, the Templok tiles were selected to prioritize occupant wellbeing by reducing the temperature swings that often occur in high-performing buildings. The installation illustrates a shift in how facility teams can approach space conditioning: by using passive interior materials to complement mechanical systems, they can achieve a more stable thermal environment with lower operational energy requirements.

Coordinating Systems through Modular Installation
The Spokane project also used a modular construction approach to resolve the complex coordination required within a ceiling plane. Armstrong and Overcast Innovations collaborated to install Modular Grid Platform assemblies, which integrated the Templok ceiling tiles with the office's mechanical, electrical and fire/life-safety systems.

For facility managers, this approach addresses a critical lifecycle issue: above-ceiling coordination. Traditional renovations often lead to conflicts between building services, resulting in inaccessible valves, undocumented routing and maintenance obstructions.

By using a prefabricated, integrated assembly, the Swinerton project resolved these service intersections during the design and fabrication phases. This not only supported a faster installation time but also ensured that maintenance teams would have clear, documented access to critical building assets after turnover. This strategy highlights the importance of evaluating a ceiling system based on its ability to coordinate, rather than compete with, the broader facility infrastructure.

Measuring the Financial Impact: The Section 48E Case Study
One of the most notable outcomes of the Spokane project was its financial documentation. A 2025 study prepared by Ryan LLC supported the view that the Templok ceiling tiles, along with the associated suspension system, trim and labor, may qualify as a thermal energy storage property for purposes of the U.S. Section 48E Clean Electricity Investment Tax Credit.

The study confirmed that the Templok ceiling tiles met domestic-content and Foreign Entity of Concern (FEOC) requirements, both of which are critical for incentive eligibility. In the Swinerton renovation, the reported § 48E tax credit totaled more than US $25 per square foot, resulting in savings of approximately 37% of the final project costs.

While this financial result was specific to the project’s location and documentation, it serves as a credible data point for facility managers. It demonstrates that when energy-saving technologies like Templok are properly documented and verified, they can significantly improve the project’s return on investment (ROI) by unlocking federal and local incentives that are traditionally reserved for mechanical infrastructure.

Facility Management Takeaways from the Swinerton Project
The Swinerton project offers a replicable framework for facility teams evaluating energy-focused renovations:

· Evaluate the Ceiling Plane as a Thermal Asset: Passive thermal storage, such as that provided by Templok ceilings, can offset peak HVAC loads and improve occupant comfort without adding mechanical complexity.
· Prioritize Systems Integration: Coordinating ceiling panels with MEP and life-safety systems through modular platforms can reduce field errors and improve long-term maintenance access.
· Investigate Incentives Early: Facility managers should engage tax and energy consultants during the design phase to identify credits, such as Section 48E, that may apply to PCM-based technologies.
· Establish a Post-Occupancy Verification Plan: To ensure intended outcomes, the Swinerton office energy asset was placed in service after a full year of occupancy (March 2025) to analyze heating and cooling performance across all seasonal cycles.

Conclusion
The renovation of the Swinerton Inland Northwest office demonstrates that interior building systems can play a strategic role in facility operations. By treating Templok Energy Saving Ceilings as an integrated thermal-storage asset rather than a standard finish, the project team was able to address energy, comfort and project economics within a single, coordinated system.

For facility managers, the project provides a blueprint for leveraging passive technology and coordinated construction to meet the growing demands for sustainable, cost-effective and occupant-centric workplaces.
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