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Why so much focus 
on wellbeing now?
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NCD’s, Lifestyle 
choices and 
sedentary 
workstyles
• Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 

are now the leading cause of mortality 
and disability worldwide.

• Are responsible for huge global loss of 
output – estimated to be around 5% of 
global GDP in 2010.

• Obesity and Type 2 Diabetes is 
reaching epidemic proportions in 
developed (largely Western) societies.

Source: Bupa/ NCD alliance 2016The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



The Workplace 
is a microcosm 
of society – 
and provides 
opportunities for 
intervention.

Source: IBM Watson Health 2016The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



There is a business 
case for action: 
• Stress
• Anxiety
• Depression

Source: * Humanspaces, Biophilic Design in the Workplace, 2015  I  ** Holt-Lunstad,2015.

1 in 3
European workers are 
affected by work-related 
stress according to 
European surveys*

26%
Increased likelihood of mortality 
caused by loneliness**
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It also creates a 
hefty bill...

~70 million   
lost working days
in UK every year due to stress**

by 2030  
stress related illness will be the 
primary cause of sickness globally ***

cost of stress
$300 billion     
in USA *

Source: Bupa/ Psychological wellbeing in the workplace 2015.  The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



What’s the value 
to business 
in addressing 
wellbeing? 19% reduction

in the cost of sick leave **

15% increase
in employee performance 
when daylight is available ***

46% reduction
in the cost of employee turnover *

Source: * & ** Bupa/ Psychological wellbeing in the workplace 2015. I *** California Energy Commission (CEC) report 2013The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



Does a healthy 
workplace improve 
the bottom line?

Gensler conducted an exploratory data 
and secondary source analysis to uncover 
organizational and workplace design 
factors that influence employee wellness.

 What We DiD 

We conducted an exploratory data and secondary 
source analysis to uncover organizational and workplace 
design factors that influence employee wellness. Our 
goal was to understand and document the importance 
of employee well-being to business productivity 
and success, and to use that knowledge to uncover 
opportunities for leveraging workplace design to improve 
well-being and, ultimately, worker performance. 

We first reviewed existing research to gather data on the 
medical, social, regulatory, and economic implications 
of employee health in the workplace, as well as to 

document the state of workplace wellness strategies 
today. We conducted internal interviews and a survey 
of Gensler employees to understand how design 
professionals see themselves within larger well-being 
conversations. We also leveraged Gensler’s significant 
database of Workplace Performance Index® (WPI) 
responses specific to health and wellness-related 
questions, and examined relationships between 
workplace design factors, employee behaviors, and well-
being indicators such as absenteeism and energy levels. 

 the Context 

According to a 2012 study by the Society for Human 
Resources Management (SHRM), the vast majority of 
companies see workplace wellness as an opportunity to 
reduce health insurance costs, increase productivity, and 
reduce absenteeism. Yet half of the companies surveyed 
rated their wellness initiatives as ineffective—a possible 
explanation for the stagnating implementation of 
wellness initiatives over the past five years even as 
knowledge of the potential benefits gains traction. 

A survey conducted by Virgin HealthMiles Inc. confirms 
both the importance and the challenge of wellness 
initiatives: 89% of employees reported a company’s 
health benefits as significant to their choice of employer, 
but only 36% of employers reported having the 
necessary information to make actionable decisions 
about an employee health strategy.

Employees who 
reported a company’s 
health benefits as 
significant to their 
choice of employer.

Employers who 
reported having 
the necessary 
information to make 
actionable decisions 
about an employee 
health strategy.

89% 36%

An estimAted 
65% of A compAny’s 
heAlth-relAted 
costs cAn be 
Attributed to 
Absenteeism And 
“presenteeism”—
wellness-focused 
workplAce design 
cAn reduce both.

3.5x
Employees who reported that 
the air in their office is “always 
fresh” were 3.5 times more 
likely to report that their work 
environment is energizing.

Does a healthy workplace 
improve the bottom line?

Health & Wellness  |  Toward a Wellness-Based Workplace
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The design of 
workplaces 
connects to health 
outcomes via 
many pathways.
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Restorative 
environment

Autonomy & 
User control

Biophilic 
design

Activity Water & 
Nutrition

ErgonomicsAir Quality Lighting Acoustics Motivators / 
feedback loops

Designing for wellbeing
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Biophilic design

When people view trees, 
diastolic blood pressure 
declines and stress hormones 
reduce more quickly.
15% of employees were more productive 
and less stressed than those who worked 
in an environment with no plants.

- The relative Benefits of Green Versus Lean Office Space: Three Field
Experiments Dr. Craig Knight, Tom Postmes and S. Alexander Haslam, 
2014

Image: Second Home, London - Architect: Selgas CanoThe Future of Workplace | March 2017  



Having access to a garden
at the workplace may have a
positive influence on stress.

-Ulrika A. Stigsdotter; Journal of Environmental Psychology

Restorative 
Environment
Relaxation has positive 
effects on attention, focus 
and job satisfaction.
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User control supports
a basic human desire to 
control the environment.

Autonomy & Choice

Having not only variety, but also the 
freedom to work wherever and whenever 
it’s most effective, are key performance 
drivers for UK workers and workers across 
the world.

 - Gensler UK Workplace Survey, 2016

Image: Autodesk, USAThe Future of Workplace | March 2017  



Case Studies
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Etsy’s new headquarters 
were designed to meet one 
of the most rigorous green 
certifications, the Living Building 
Challenge (LBC). The design 
team’s aim was to create a 
net positive impact on the 
environment by paying attention 
to material selection, health, 
water and energy use. 

‘‘We can open people’s eyes to more 
inventive ways of design.’’
- Amanda Carroll, project principal

Etsy HQ

Locally crafted furniture   Direct access to outside

Integrated greenery   Freedom to choose the best work setting
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Airbnb (SF)
 
Airbnb’s ‘travel like a human’ 
mantra is translated into its new 
open plan office. It uses natural 
light and materials, and connects to 
nature via a living wall and outdoor 
space. 

Natural materials

Access to outdoor spacesLiving walls introduce greenery

Natural light maximised throughout
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What if people left 
work feeling better 
than when they 
arrived?
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The Research 
Consortium
Since 2013 December
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First Year...

The Research 
Consortium
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Psychological,
physical & social

RESOURCES

External 
circumstances & 
CHALLENGES

WELLBEING

What is wellbeing?
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Initial Research 
Findings
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Workplace Wellbeing
Conceptual Model
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Workplace Wellbeing
Conceptual Model
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Workplace Wellbeing
Conceptual Model
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Workplace Wellbeing
Conceptual Model
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Research
Methods

Interviews Work sessions
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Case
Studies Health

Insurance firm

Bank

The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



Conclusion
First year

Failure to create a full alignment 
between individual and 
organisational needs will have 
negative effects on employee 
wellbeing.

1.
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Conclusion
First year

Getting an opportunity to 
influence the work environment is 
more powerful to individuals than 
the degree of the influence itself.

2.
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Conclusion
First year

Short, but repetitive, regular 
engagements are more impactful 
to wellbeing than a one-time 
engagement.

3.
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Conclusion
First year

Psychological alignment of the 
individual and the organisation can 
create a higher sense of wellbeing 
than a full functional alignment.

4.
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Second Year...

The Research 
Consortium
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RCA TEAM GENSLER TEAM

LITERATURE RESEARCH

INTERVIEWS The Gensler team is 
aiming to develop a 
toolkit that will enable 
designers to design 
work environments 
that positively 
impact psychological 
wellbeing. 
 

WORKSHOPS

TESTS

RCA is aiming to develop a 
toolkit for managers and 
employees in facilities 
management and human 
resources to support 
organisations in creating 
a healthier working 
environment. 
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GENSLER TEAMRCA TEAM

RCA is aiming to develop a 
toolkit for managers and 
employees in facilities 
management and human 
resources to support 
organisations in creating 
a healthier working 
environment. 
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Workplace Wellbeing
Evaluation Tool
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4 Research Sites

3 Engagement 
Methods

2 Research
Questions

Workshop

How well can the tool capture employee insights through 
questions and activities?

Which method or combination of methods is most 
effective in getting employees to participate? 

1.

2.

Drop-in Questionnaire
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Evaluation
Toolkit
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Evaluation
Process

Leadership and employees fill in the 
appropriate questionnaire. 

1.

Workplace Wellbeing Evaluation Tool Kit13

Questionnaire - average scores

Functional

Psychological

My Settings

My Purpose

M
y 

En
vi

ro
nm

en
t

M
y Value

M
y 

Au
to

no
m

y

M
y Tools

Agree

Agree

Ag
re

e

AgreeAg
re

e

Agree

I feel valued and I 
am

 given respect 
and recognition

The organisation 

com
m

unicates 

effectively to m
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colleagues and the 

organisation
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stimulating and 
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I am not put under 
undue strain in 
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nd 
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etics

 of 

my w
orks

pace
 

cre
ates a

 positi
ve

 

envir
onment

I am given a 

variety of spaces 

and settings to 

carry out different 

tasks

These setting are 
readily available to 
use when I need 

them 

I am provided with 
helpful facilities 
in addition to 

workspace (such as 

rest areas, eating 
areas, changing 
and showering facilities) 

The furniture I use 

is comfortable and 

supportive with 

good ergonomics I have the right 

physical equiptm
ent 

including  hardware, 

m
aterials and 

devices to do m
y 

job

I have the right 

operational system
s 

and com
puter 

softw
are to do m

y 

job

Q
1p

Q2p

Q3p

Q4p
Q5p

Q6p

Q7p

Q8
p

Q
9p

Q
1f

Q2
f

Q3f

Q4f
Q5f

Q6f

Q7f

Q8f

Q
9f
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t

TOTAL
33.5  / 54

TOTAL 
35.6  / 54

With the returned questionnaires, calculate the average score for each question. Colour the 
question segments below with the corresponding score.

..Q......

..Q......

..Q......

Highest Scoring

Lowest Scoring

I scored high in this question because: .............................................................

I scored high in this question because: .............................................................

I scored high in this question because: .............................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..Q.......

..Q......

..Q......

I scored low in this question because: .........................................................

I scored low in this question because: .........................................................

I scored low in this question because: .........................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................
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Leadership and employees fill in the 
appropriate questionnaire.

Scores are mapped on the wellbeing 
matrix.

1.

2.

Fu
nc

tio
na

l

Psychological

Workplace Wellbeing Evaluation Tool Kit14

Workplace Wellbeing Matrix

Wellbeing
 zone

Wellbeing
deficit

Wellbeing
negative

6

12

18

24

30

36

42

48

54

0 6 12 18 24 30 36 42 48 54

Plot each participants functional and psychological scores on the 
matrix. Plot the overall average score. Participant score

Overall average score

POSITI
VE 

FU
NCTIO

NAL 
WELLBEING 

ZONE

POSITI
VE 

PSYC
HOLO

GICALNEGATIVE

Evaluation
Process
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Leadership and employees fill in the 
appropriate questionnare.

Scores are mapped on the wellbeing 
matrix.

The most important functional and 
psychological issues are identified.

1.

2.

3.

Psychological

Functional

Issues

Evaluation
Process
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1.

2.

3.

4.

Desirability

Fe
as

ib
ili

ty

Leadership and employees fill in the 
appropriate questionnare.

Scores are mapped on the wellbeing 
matrix.

The most important functional and 
psychological issues are identified.

Based on the issues, participants 
brainstorm solutions and rank 
them on a matrix of feasibility and 

Evaluation
Process

The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



‘‘The workshop was 
very insightful and 
interesting. It made it 
very clear what actions 
we need to take to 
improve our overall 
wellbeing score.’’ 
- Rama Perparim, 4M

Workplace Wellbeing Evaluation Tool Kit

12

What’s important to your employees

Functional Needs

Psychological Needs

Environment Daylight and Light control
Nature inside the building

Pin up to see what we are working on

Gym nearby, to run, program for sport

ViewsWay finding - I cant find my desk 

Natural lightComfortable seats
External transition – workspace – workplace – street

Area lacking creative vibe
Settings  To be sitting on a chair that’s right

Space to perform relevant tasks

TemperatureHaving a deskPlace that encourage people to eat together and not 

at heir desksSpace appearance
More social spaces

Break out space for collaboration and disconnection

Space for quiet work and focus space

More choice in work settings (more private settings)

Flexibility – choices, options, variety

Control sound levels and visibility to focus. 

Space that allows for change and adapt often

Access to natural light from deskToolsIT that works (+ plug points etc)

To be able to organisae my desk

ValueEncouraging inspiring culture

Sense of familyGood team culture
More community outreach

Feeling valued at work
HR supportSharing good communicationPurposeFeeling of flow – challenge Vs comfort

Inclusive – feeling part of a team collective

Feeling of guilt – never doing enough

Feeling valued for the work I do

To let people know they are doing good work and 

playing their partIntegrate passions / interests into work more

Not having recurring thoughts and worries regarding 

private life

AutonomyTo have flexibility in my diary

More autonomy flexibility in working hours and how 

to match that with collaborative work

Variety of work and tasks
Flexible timesHaving choice in where and how I work

Control over workload
To broadly be in control of the work I am doing

Work flexible hours when needed

Work life balanceTime management – no breathing space – back to 

back processTravelling – long commute, pressure to be on time, 

project travel

List the things important to participants in terms of the functional and psychological needs. 

Highlight things your employees would like to see as part of their working environment as 

well as things they currently experience, both positive and negative. 

Workplace Wellbeing Evaluation Tool Kit

3
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Our o
ffic

e desig
n 

supports 
the work 

people are doing

Our people have 

the tools they 

need to do their 

job

We are organised 
and have 

good internal 
management systems in place

It is easy to affect 

change in our 
organisation We are financially 

successful and 

have a dedicated 

client base

W
e invest in our 

infrastructure to 

ensure it continually 

supports our people

W
e are able to 

adapt our business 

m
odel to suit our 

evolving custom
er 

base

Q
1p

Q2p

Q3p
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Q7p

Q
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Q
9p

Q
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Q2f

Q3f
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Q7f
Q

8f
Q
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t

TOTAL
35.5  / 54

TOTAL 
41  / 54

Leadership Questionnaire - average scoresWith the returned questionnaires, calculate the average score for each question. Colour the 

question segments below with the corresponding score.

Workplace Wellbeing Evaluation Tool Kit1

Workplace  
Wellbeing
Evaluation
Gensler

Evaluation
Outcome
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GENSLER TEAMRCA TEAM

The Gensler team is 
aiming to develop a 
toolkit that will enable 
designers to design 
work environments 
that positively 
impact psychological 
wellbeing. 
 

RCA is aiming to develop a 
toolkit for managers and 
employees in facilities 
management and human 
resources to support 
organisations in creating 
a healthier working 
environment. 
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AWE

BELONGING
To feel connected to or a part 
of something; to have a close 

or intimate relationship

A strong feeling of wonder 
mixed with fear, surprise, or 

curiousity

RECOGNITION

INFLUENCE

Being acknowledged for 
your achievements and 

contributions to a greater 
whole

To have freedom and choice, 
as well as the power to change 

something

SANCTUARY
A place or feeling of safety; 
protection from a scary or 

difficult situation

STIMULATION
To be mentally or physically 
triggered in a healthy way 

Psychological
Wellbeing
‘Factors’

The Future of Workplace | March 2017  



Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 7 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I BELONGING

‘What the artist began, the audience 
completes. It is the visitors that make The 
Weather Project unforgettable...Paradoxically, 
the less we look like individuals, the more 
aware we become that we share a common 
humanity.’

Olafur Eliasson: The Weather Project

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/3606332/A-terrifying-beauty.html

DESIGN

FACTOR

• spaces where people feel 
invited to participate

• spaces that are 
unfinished, or 
undefined, left open to 
interpretation

• spaces that people can 
adapt, colonise as they 
see fit

To feel connected to or 
a part of something; to 
have a close or intimate 

relationship.

An installation in the Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern - a giant illuminated 
orange disc suspended from the ceiling and discreetly placed humidifiers 
pumped a mix of sugar and water into the air to create a fine mist.

Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 8 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I CONTROL

http://www.barbican.org.uk/news/artformnews/art/visual-art-2012-random-in-
ternati

‘This is a whole new medium of performative 
architecture.’

‘All of our work is waiting for someone to 
step in...one part is social science, creating 
something to be experienced that’s not pre-
determined.’

Random International: Rain Room

• spaces that can be 
controlled/influenced 
by people, which in turn 
changes their behaviour 
in that space

• spaces that attract people 
because they are not 
just inhabitants, but 
influencers. 

DESIGN

FACTOR
To have freedom and choice, 

as well as the power to 
change something.

An environment of falling water that responds to movement and presence.  
When visitors walk into the water, it ceases to fall just over where they are, 
allowing them to ‘control’ the flow of rain.  

Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 9 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I SANCTUARY

http://www.philips.com/a-w/about/news/archive/design/news/backgrounders/Inside-In-
novation-Adaptive-Relaxation-Space.html

‘...we thought right then that we wouldn’t 
necessarily need a stress solution, so much 
as simply a means of holding up a mirror to 
people’s emotions.’

Philips: Adaptive Relaxation Space

• spaces where people don’t 
have to give anything, but 
only receive

• spaces that evoke elements 
of nature (light, plants, soft 
textures)

• spaces that encourage 
relaxed postures

• spaces of low stimulation

DESIGN

FACTOR
A place or feeling of safety; 
protection from a scary or 

difficult situation.

A prototype space for to reduce work-related stress by altering people’s behavior 
naturally to encourage mindfulness. The space responds to movement and 
allows users to intuitively create a personalized experience.

Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 10 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I AWE

‘...his installations have an unsettling, uncanny 
air, exploring the psychological subversion of 
everyday spaces to play on our anxieties. But 
they're also just a whole lot of fun.’
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog/2013/jun/26/
dalston-house-leandro-erlich-barbican

Leandro Ehrlich: Dalston House & Swimming Pool

• spaces that make people 
uncomfortable, but also 
curious 

• changing perceptions 
by presenting the familiar 
in a new way

• playfulness, 
experimentation in a 
constantly changing 
environment

DESIGN

FACTOR
A strong feeling of wonder 
mixed with fear, surprise, or 

curiousity.

Dalston House: an illusion created by a photo-realistic replica of a Victorian 
terraced house with a vast mirrored surface suspended at 45 degrees above it.
Swimming Pool: an illusion created by 10cm of water being housed between two 
sheets of transparent glass.

Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 11 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I RECOGNITION

Mischer’Traxler: It Takes More Than One

‘Objects that deny single users and situations 
that need more than one person to happen – 
basically design that brings people together 
naturally and focuses on cooperation and joint 
effort.’

http://www.boisbuchet.org/mischertraxler/

• spaces where people are 
invited/empowered to 
contribute

• collaborative spaces 
that bring people 
together, encourage them 
to share

• spaces that cater to 
multiple types of users/
needs (everyone is not 
the same)

DESIGN

FACTOR
Being acknowledged for 
your achievements and 

contributions to a greater 
whole.

The mirror appears just white if someone looks at it alone, but as soon as 
another person joins, it becomes reflective and shows both people in the mirror.

Gensler Firmwide Research Projects FY 2016 12 I September 2016 I Second In-progress Review  

The Designer’s Toolkit for Psychological Wellbeing at Work                                

TO DESIGN I CASE STUDIES I SELF-ESTEEM

‘Almost nobody could suppress the tendency to 
throw the arms into the air at this moment...
we saw a lot of perky bows, blow-kisses and 
graceful turns being made, not to mention 
some of the expressive dance escapades...the 
physical experience of the Happiness Machine 
could be compared with social media.’

http://studioknol.com/the-happiness-machine/

Studio Knol: The Happiness Machine

• spaces where people feel 
comfortable and at ease

• spaces that encourage 
spontaneous dialogue 
and sharing 

DESIGN

FACTOR
Knowing your value and 

having belief and confidence 
in your abilities.

Participants take a short psychological survey and their physical features 
secretly registerd. When Inside the cabin, the visitor gets a series of 
compliments customized to them, generated by interactive software.

‘Factors’ 
translated 
to design 
parameters
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Is there a way to 
further define the 
design parameters 
that will support 
the psychological 
wellbeing ‘factors’?
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Conclusion

Second year The evaluation tool is highly 
effective in bringing to the forefront 
the relationship between individuals 
and organisations.  

1.
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Conclusion

Second year The results give relevant and 
actionable opportunities to 
create better alignments between 
individuals and organisations. 

2.
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Conclusion

Second year Meeting every individuals’ 
psychological needs is nearly 
impossible for an organisation, 
however creating a sense of control 
in the cultural and physical realm 
is a huge leap forward. 

3.
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Conclusion

Second year There are many overlaps in the 
design characteristics that can 
support the wellbeing factors, but 
we are starting to identify how the 
functional design can positively 
impact psychological wellbeing.

4.
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Workplace Wellbeing
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