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Young S. Lee, PhD, LEED AP, CIDQ
Director, Innovative Workplace Institute, USA

1. Workplace Trends and Wellbeing Issues in the US

Numerous reports have recently highlighted worsening epidemic chronic diseases, soaring mental stress
and emotional duress, and constant cognitive overload and fatigue in the workplace of the US. Overall,
many people at work are experiencing a declining sense of wellbeing. In the meantime, they are
disengaged from work. According to the Gallup survey in 20152, nearly 2/3 of employees in the US are
disengaged and exhibit higher absenteeism and presenteeism. Both absenteeism, not coming to work
due to sickness or personal reasons, and presenteeism, coming to work but not being productive due to
low motivation, lack of interest, illness, or stress, cause a significant amount of financial loss to a business
and create damages to the healthy organizational culture. While various reasons exist for absenteeism
and presenteeism in the workplace, often, the growing number of chronic diseases imposes a new
concern to many workplaces in the US due to financial loss associated with it. According to the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention?, companies in the US lose nearly $225.8 billion a year due
to absenteeism, and the entire financial loss can easily be tripled when the cost of presenteeism is added
according to a UK study?®.

As many concerns on physical and mental wellbeing at work have surfaced, there has been a rising
movement that emphasizes the importance of supporting employee health and wellbeing through the
physical design of the workplaces. This is coupled with the national trend of governmental and public
sectors’ effort to tackle the increasing chronic diseases due to lack of physical inactivity in the US. With
the new cultural meme “sitting is the new smoking*®,” various organizations are leading the trend of
wellbeing, such as Michelle Obama’s Get Moving Campaign and Clinton Global Initiative’s Commitment
to Action for the development of health and wellness protocols of workplaces and products. Furthermore,
various studies have attested how physical health is tied to cognitive functions, and how beneficial
physical movement is in the workplace to facilitating camaraderie-building, exchanging ideas, and
conducting collaboration®. With more empirical data available on the benefits of improved physical and
mental wellbeing of workers, companies have started looking into more holistic perspectives on investing
in workplace wellbeing and its worthy return on investment. American corporates are currently learning
that investment in workplace wellbeing means healthier and happier workers, and healthier and happier
workers mean more engaging organizational culture, less absenteeism and presenteeism, reduced
healthcare premium costs, higher productivity, and overall more financial gains. Of course, the extended
benefits also include better company images to society, improved safety and reduced injuries, and
favorable places for more talented people to work for (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Benefits of Workplace Wellbeing

2. Integrating Workplace Wellbeing into Workplace Design and Management

Given the connection between workplace wellbeing and all the financial and organizational benefits listed
above, the investment on workplace wellbeing seems simply a good business strategy. However, the
industry has seen a stagnant performance of worksite wellness programs and their limited focus on
physical health. It has also seen a rising heed of more holistic approaches to supporting workplace
wellbeing through workplace design and management by changing the physical environment. Then, what
features should companies implement and where do they find measures and assessment tools to support
workplace wellbeing through workplace design and management? The Comparative Assessment and
Performance Tool for Innovative Workplace (CAPTIW®) is a great place to start (https://www.inno-
wp.com/). CAPTIW® was developed as a joint effort in the US to provide an open source framework and
analytic platform in order to improve workplace performance by addressing employee wellbeing. It was
sponsored by the American Society of Interior Designers (ASID), and established by the Innovative
Workplace Institute (IWI) with over 40 industry and academic partners. CAPTIW® is one of the most
comprehensive analytic tools that offer a new alternative workplace performance metric encompassing
wellbeing to promote humane and sustainable workplaces.

CAPTIW® employs Six Dimensions of comprehensive wellbeing indicators in the formula of measuring
workplace performance. These wellbeing indicators have shown links to worker productivity in the
literature, and are meant to provide a guidance to evidence-based workplace design and management.
The elements of Six Dimensions of Wellbeing address not only physical activity, fitness, and mental
wellbeing at work but also general physical health and comfort issues that are critical to the foundation
of healthy conditions of employees to be productive. The Six Dimensions of Wellbeing in CAPTIW®
comprise Physical Fitness, Cognitive Wellbeing, Social Wellbeing, Emotional Wellbeing, Environmental
Wellbeing, and Physical Comfort. Each dimension supports either the physical side of health and comfort
factors or the mind side of cognitive and psychological factors:
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- Physical Fitness is addressed through the types of spaces such as
play spaces, fithess spaces, and social spaces that move people
around and support physical activities;

- Cognitive Wellbeing, through types of spaces that support thinking
process, personal reflection and meditation as well as features that
stimulate cognitive activities;

- Social Wellbeing, through spatial features and means of
technology that connect people at work;

- Emotional Wellbeing, through types of spaces and interior features
that relax people, biophilic design that restores a human bond with
nature, and lighting features that support human’s natural circadian
rhythm;

- Environmental Wellbeing, through indoor air quality as well as
cleaning and maintenance issues for health; and

- Physical Comfort, through sizes of spaces, access to equipment,
furniture ergonomics, and indoor environmental quality that support
auditory, visual, thermal, and indoor air comfort.

Essentially, the Six Dimensions of Wellbeing in CAPTIW® can be operationalized by addressing the
elements of seven key performance areas of the physical workplace design and management for creative
and innovative workplaces’. These seven key performance areas include Space Type, Space Layout,
Space Size and Access, Neural and Psychological Stimulation and Relaxation, Ergonomics and
Technology, Ambient Conditions, and Healthfulness. Figures 2 and 3 illustrate the CAPTIW® Six
Dimensions of Wellbeing and its relationship to the seven key performance areas of workplace design
and management.

Physical Physical
Comfort Fitness

: Six Dimensions o
Environmental Cognitive

Wellbeing

of Workplace Wellbeing
Wellbeing

Emotional Socigl
Wellbeing Wellbeing

Figure 2. Six Dimensions of Wellbeing
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Figure 3. Six Dimensions of Wellbeing within Seven Key Performance Areas
of Workplace Design and Management

3. Leading Companies’ Wellbeing Focus in the Workplace Design and Their Opportunities
for the Future

When it comes to workplace wellbeing, the US leading companies exhibit a distinct pattern compared to
less-performing companies. Among the Six Dimensions of Wellbeing of CAPTIW®, they provide
workplaces that support employees’ Cognitive Wellbeing, Social Wellbeing, and Physical Comfort far
more superior than less-performing companies (Figure 4). For employee Cognitive Wellbeing, they
especially focus on integrating various levels of collaborative spaces and informal meeting spaces for
easy and efficient cognitive process and interaction; achieving flexible spatial layouts to accommodate
various sizes and activities of teams; and creating a cognitively stimulating ambience through arts, fun
elements, and sensory stimulating features. The leading companies also foster employee Social
Wellbeing by exercising carefully choreographed spatial layouts and incorporating high-tech
communication tools to connect them together. They provide workspaces that are visually connected;
place people who are core interaction networks within a department along the core circulation paths of
the spaces for easy access from other people; connect core circulation paths to the places where people
frequently meet and gather informally; and integrate less hierarchical atmosphere to empower employees’
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active engagement and ownership. Lastly, leading companies pay special attention to the comfort of the
working environment significantly more than less-performing companies. To enhance the Physical
Comfort of employees, they provide furniture with an extensive level of ergonomic features and involve
employees in the selection and evaluation of furniture; enhance acoustic performance of spaces for
acoustic comfort, especially, in open offices; and provide user controls to adjust lighting and temperature
levels most comfortable to them.

Cognitive Emotional 88 Environmental Physical
Wellbeing Wellbeing Wellbeing Comfort

Higher-
Performing
Companies

—e—Less-
Performing
Companies

Technology
Visual Comfort
Healthfulness
Space Size
Visual Comfort
Thermal Comfort
Indoor Air Comfort
Healthfulness

Recharge Spaces
Choice of Spaces
Interaction-Collaboration
Spaces
Recharge Spaces
Flexibility of Spaces
Unique/Fun Atmosphere
Stimulation of Senses
Flow & Connectivity
Recharge Spaces
Recharge Spaces
Relaxing Environment
Indoor Air Quality
Access to Equipment
Furniture Ergonomics
Acoustical Comfort

Figure 4. Superior Support for Cognitive Wellbeing, Social Wellbeing, and Physical Comfort in Leading
Companies

Workplace wellbeing is the key driver in the new economy. It is evident that leading companies
understand the augmentation of organizational culture and ultimate financial returns from workplace
wellbeing. Then, where do other companies start to get the most out of the limited investment available
for workplace wellbeing? According to the CAPTIW in-depth analyses, we recommend three priorities:
Choice of Workspaces, Collaboration Spaces, and Recharge Spaces. First, provide various spaces for
different types of work modes and workstyles. People have different personal traits and prefer different
types of work settings for specific tasks they deal with. Some people may work fine in a noisy open
workspace but others may need a “cave” to concentrate away from any distractions. It is important to
offer different spaces necessary for different types of work and workstyles. Second, provide spaces to
interact and collaborate anywhere and everywhere (Figure 5). Interaction and collaboration do not occur
only in several designated spaces. Companies need to nurture the culture of interaction and collaboration
happening anywhere and everywhere in the company. Places people interact and socialize are essential
to camaraderie- and trust- building and forming a sense of community. Third, implement recharge spaces.
Contemporary workers are frequently cognitively overloaded. They receive a thousand times more
information every second than the conscious brain can possibly process®. This causes constant mental
fatigue and burnouts. Recharge spaces are a must in workplace wellbeing in the contemporary
workplaces, whether those spaces are to contemplate, meditate, rest, play, hangout or simply take a nap.
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Figure 5. Workplace Design Nurturing the Culture of Interaction and Collaboration

The last piece of advice is that companies need to understand the basic needs for human beings to be
Well: biophilia and circadian rhythms, when implementing spaces for workplace wellbeing. Humans have
a biophilic desire which seeks an intrinsic bond with nature. They also have a biological clock in the brain
that regulates physical, mental, and behavioral patterns based on the 24-hour circle. Numerous studies
have shown workers’ experiences with attention restoration, stress reduction, enhanced cognitive focus
and stamina, and improved social capacity when nature is present. New data also suggest financial
benefits of connection to nature in the workplace due to improved productivity and health through better
focus and concentration capability and better mental capability to cope with mental fatigue and stress®.
Workplaces that accommodate the features for human beings to be well will have a competitive
advantage in workplace wellbeing, and those who provide workplace wellbeing will bring the power of
the new economy to themselves.

Image/Photo credits
Figures 1-4. Courtesy of Innovative Workplace, USA.
Figure 5. Courtesy of Okamura, Japan)
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