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Human resource executives tend to view

office design as a tool to help define a

company’s culture and promote its

image to customers. While such deliber-

ate imaging has obvious benefits, stud-

ies also show that the physical work-

place is one of the top factors influenc-

ing potential recruits’ decision to accept

a job and employees’ choice to remain

with a company. Designers have become

experts in unraveling the nuances of

business-world aesthetics, helping

organizations improve workplace layout

and project an appealing image to

employees and clients alike. 

In recent years, business leaders

have realized that perceptions of office

hierarchies have a significant affect on

the way employees work. In developing

and implementing redesign strategies,

interiors experts can replace more anti-

quated, status-based approaches to

design with task-based solutions. With

their understanding of how visual and

tactile elements encourage certain

impressions and moods, interiors

experts help take the emphasis off of

hierarchical structures, creating more

appealing, team-oriented workplaces.

Employee
Satisfaction
In the past few years, extensive studies

have indicated that the physical work

environment ranks among the most

influential factors in employee-satisfac-

tion ratings. In fact, workers often con-

sider design issues more important than

compensation, work hours, benefits or

management. In many cases, high real-

estate costs lead corporations to choose

smaller offices, fewer amenities or less-

expensive spaces, but a creative design

strategy can help offset the drawbacks

of such financial restrictions.

Through environmental feedback sur-

veys, planning workshops, employee

shadowing and environmental simula-

tions, interiors experts can facilitate a

participatory design process to interpret

employee values and needs. Such inclu-

sive efforts convey a sense of value to

workers while helping designers tailor

the workplace to the technical, function-

al, interactive and psychological require-

ments of employee tasks. Interiors

experts can also initiate and encourage

facility and system training sessions—a

critical component of successful cultural

change.

The productivity formula is relatively simple: recruit quality workers,
sustain a high level of employee satisfaction, and efficiency will
improve. A great deal of research supports this equation and points to
the role that design plays in augmenting the variables. Workers
repeatedly cite design-related factors when explaining their reasons
for choosing a job or staying with a certain company, and managers
recognize that employee satisfaction and productivity rise in aesthet-
ically appealing workplaces. For executives, the task of redesigning
office space to reflect evolving needs might seem daunting, but interi-
ors experts can make the transition smooth and graceful.

Recruiting & Retaining

WORK
DESIGNING BETTER
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Productivity
Many companies are surprised to learn

that productivity is actually a defining

factor in employee satisfaction and that

interior design can influence efficiency

levels in a number of significant ways.

Consultants, researchers, executives and

interiors experts agree that four key

design factors greatly affect levels of

productivity: comfort, access, privacy

and flexibility.

A strategic approach to office layout—

one in which interiors experts integrate

design goals and business objectives—

can facilitate reengineering of work

processes, encourage teamwork, flatten

hierarchies and lead to healthy cultural

change within a company. Organizations

can minimize or eliminate obstacles to

productivity by refining interior design

in accordance with evolving company

objectives. To facilitate such improve-

ments in efficiency, businesses should

regularly reanalyze office design in rela-

tion to business practices. 

5 Key Factors
That Affect
Productivity
1. People performance

2. Work flow

3. Designed environment

4. Technology

5. Human resources

PLACES
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When it comes to creating appealing, functional office interiors, business decision-makers have
long turned to professionals to develop attractive, cost-effective solutions that maximize space
and present an appropriate corporate image. But interior designers’ contributions to general
business strategies have begun to progress beyond basic aesthetics. This transition has been
fueled by a great deal of research which indicates that design plays a crucial role in improving
recruitment, worker satisfaction and productivity levels in the workplace.

DESIGNING

COMFO RT
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The Six Basic Functions of 

Work Settings1

1. Shelter and security: sustain basic survival

2. Social contact: promote identification and

interaction with others

3. Task accomplishment: provide a place and

process for working

4. Symbolic identification: support visual and

verbal communication

5. Pleasure: encourage employee satisfaction

6. Growth: promote continuing education

Does the physical workplace influence your decision to
stay in a job?

Yes

51%
No 

47%

Don’t know

2%

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

What do you look for in an office?

Employee Survey: The Comfort Quotient2

Cleanliness 39%

24%

13%

13%

11%

11%

9%

6%

6%

Visual appeal

Lighting

New furniture & equipment

Access to people & equipment

Privacy and quiet

Comfortable furniture

Air quality

Windows/view

The New Role 
of Design
Interiors experts are becoming con-

sultants, and the most tangible way

that designers can influence a com-

pany’s overall success is through

improving levels of comfort in mod-

ern offices. Research shows that

workers believe they must be physi-

cally and psychologically comfortable

in order to deal with stress, stay

focused and feel good about what

they do. This desire for comfort

stems from fundamental human

needs, including basic survival, secu-

rity and socialization.

Individual control is an aspect of

comfort that business decision-mak-

ers sometimes discount—an oversight

that can threaten a company’s 

bottom line. Studies show that the

more control workers have over the

office environment (e.g., lighting

adjustment, temperature regulation

and furniture modification to accom-

modate different working postures

and varying task demands), the more 

likely they are to be satisfied and

achieve greater productivity.

O RT

Percentage ranking as top of mind

7
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Designer’s Toolbox:

Ergonomic
Products
• Adjustable desks

• Ergonomic chairs and back support

• Articulating keyboard trays

• Footrests

• Gel-filled wrist rests

• Scratch-resistant filters

Real-estate costs account for a huge

portion of any company’s annual expen-

ditures, and business decision-makers

are often so concerned with saving

space and conserving money that they

lose track of the cost associated with

discomfort. Uncomfortable offices take

a big bite out of corporate America’s

bottom line by producing a variety of

ailments, including headaches and

strain on the eyes, wrists, hands, arms,

back and neck. Potential liability alone

is incentive enough to bring in the

experts.

Workplace productivity today rarely

relates to manual labor, but employees’

need for comfort and safety did not fade

with the advent of the computer. The

solution: ergonomic products that

improve comfort and encourage “active

sitting.” Employee-friendly work envi-

ronments reduce discomfort, minimize

distractions that hinder productivity,

and help reduce liability risks. In most

places, the Americans with Disabilities

Act (ADA) legally requires companies to

provide ergonomic solutions in the

workplace. 

Customizing Comfort
The human body was designed to move,

but working in an office involves long

periods of physical inactivity. The key to

creating an ergonomically correct envi-

ronment is providing adjustable prod-

ucts and systems that give individuals

greater control over the office environ-

ment. Specifically, workers should have

the flexibility to adjust lower-body sup-

port, view computer screens at an appro-

priate distance and position their wrists,

arms and upper bodies comfortably. 

Furniture is a key factor in creating

comfort; designers can provide appropri-

ate desk configurations, comfortable

seating and flexible workstations to give

employees a greater sense of control

over their environment. In addition,

studies indicate that employees look for

ERGONOMICS

new furniture and equipment when decid-

ing whether or not to accept a position,

and interior designers can help corpora-

tions factor durability and aesthetic

longevity into design decisions. Carpeting

also has a large influence on employee

comfort and safety levels: its inherent non-

slip and cushioning characteristics reduce

the likelihood of falls and minimize poten-

tial injuries. 



Experts agree that lighting levels in most

offices today are overly bright, which pro-

duces glare and wastes both time and

money. Concurrently, numerous studies

show that employees prefer lower light

levels. But interior designers and lighting

experts can help companies find solutions

for light-related dissatisfaction.

Comprehensive lighting programs pro-

vide proper illumination for all employee

LIGHTING
With computers almost universally taking over where paper-based tasks once domi-

nated, the lighting needs of modern-day office spaces are much different than they

once were. Glare related to office lighting systems and computer screens has been

linked to severe eye strain, headaches, discomfort and fatigue—all of which impair

performance and lower productivity. And workers’ lighting needs vary throughout the

day and from one work space to the next. Again, the key is adjustability. Total light control technology is a pro-
prietary technology that completely
eliminates glare by redirecting it away
from the viewer’s eye level to create a
healthier, more comfortable and
attractive work environment.

According to majority expert opin-
ion, natural light is the best overall
source of office illumination, although
it is rare in today’s open workplaces.
In response to such findings, many
companies are redesigning their work
spaces to eliminate window offices
and create light corridors that are
shared equally by all employees. Such
diffusion of light can help solve the
glare problem as well. Ceilings with
high levels of light reflectance—espe-
cially when combined with indirect
lighting—help lower eye strain and
reduce temperature-control costs.

Designer’s Toolbox:

Glare Reducers

tasks. Such a program might involve

adjustable controls for greater comfort

and flexibility. Designers also under-

stand the ways in which different levels

of light can evoke various moods as

appropriate throughout the workplace,

and might choose to employ a more resi-

dential approach that involves ambient,

task and natural light.

Illuminating the Options
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Creating a Design Strategy
•  Involve employees in the design process through interviews

and surveys

•  Address how workers relate to their immediate work space

•  Combine input from management, employees and interior

designers to create a functional and appealing design plan

•  Be certain that companies provide proper training on posture

and use of equipment to ensure that employees get maximum

benefit from newly implemented products

Many well-publicized cases of sick

building syndrome illustrate the effect

of poor air quality on workplace condi-

tions. In fact, OSHA and other federal

government agencies have developed

national air-quality standards, so the

decision to maintain a healthy indoor

atmosphere could have legal as well as

comfort-related repercussions. Stagnant

air reduces indoor air quality, and the

lack of control that workers have over

this important element—both in terms

of quality and temperature—constitutes

the most frequent employee complaint

about the office environment.

Interior designers can help business-

es improve indoor air quality and offer

more employee control over tempera-

ture and airflow in almost any office

situation. Air cleaners help to improve

overall air quality and maintain the

health and safety of employees. Even in

offices where individual temperature

controls are not a possibility, designers

can lay out work spaces to allow for

adjustable venting so that employees

can determine the amount of air circu-

lating through certain areas. In addi-

tion, carpeting not only creates comfort

and aesthetic appeal, it helps improve

air quality by acting as a natural filter

that is far more effective than hard sur-

faces in removing dirt particles from

the air.

AIRQUALITY
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THE BOTTOM LINE
In the end, it can be difficult to ascertain

exactly which factors affect the general

sense of comfort in an office, and even

more challenging to balance those 

elements in a way that boosts employee

satisfaction and improves productivity

without carrying an unrealistic price tag.

Factors like compensation, benefits and

management can also influence a work-

er’s overall assessment of his or her

office environment, and may shape 

perceptions of comfort. 

Regardless, an increased understand-

ing of the ways in which design affects

corporate America’s bottom line has

sparked an evolution in the field of

office aesthetics. More and more, 

business decision-makers view interiors

experts as industry consultants who can

recognize areas of strength and poten-

tial improvement in an organization’s

design strategy. And designers can

implement that strategy as well, helping

improve general perceptions of comfort

by creating safer, more efficient work

environments.

“When we ask individuals where they are most comfortable, the answer is almost

always ‘at home.’ But comfort has to demonstrate benefit. In many companies, the

fact that employees appear content working in a more casual, residential environ-

ment leads management to believe that they are not really working. 

“However, I have yet to be presented with a study indicat-

ing that the more comfortable you are, the less productive you

are. This idea is the result of a communication problem, and

the solution is to hold design accountable via some sort of

measurement. Designers know intuitively that comfort mat-

ters. But corporate America demands proof, which we can find

in qualitative and quantitative measurements that identify

improvements in work quality, quantity, recruitment and

retention rates (just to name a few).

“We need to adapt a more holistic response to workplace

design—one that incorporates the HR, technical, personal,

spatial and business needs of the people involved. There are

aspects of home design which have traditionally been discon-

nected from the design of workplace environments. But as boundaries dissolve

between our work and private lives, so too should the idea that our workplace

cannot be as comforting and nurturing as our home.”

Sari Graven, ASID
Associate Principal, Callison Architecture

Seattle, Washington

“As boundaries dissolve
between our work and
private lives, so too
should the idea that our
workplace cannot be as
comforting and nurtur-
ing as our home.”

–Sari Graven

A DESIGNER’S

PERSPECTIVE
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In today’s high-tech, high-speed business world, the success of a company
can hinge on the issue of access. Businesses need to create environments
where seamless conduits of interaction connect employees effortlessly,
both to one another and to information and equipment. With trends in
office design favoring open-office layouts, accessibility might seem like a
natural side effect of the contemporary workplace. But business decision-
makers must attain a delicate equilibrium when integrating access, and
interior design experts can serve as their stabilizing force.

DESIGNING

ACCESS

   



Management Survey: Boosting Productivity3

“Businesses
need to create
environments
where seamless
conduits of inter-
action connect
employees
effortlessly.”

The
Accessibility
Balancing Act 
Studies indicate that applicants take

convenience into account when consider-

ing a potential employer and that work-

ers within a corporation view access as a

major concern—particularly in compari-

son to privacy. On one hand, employees

want communication to flow freely

among members of the work force. At the

same time, many individuals require a

certain degree of seclusion in order to

achieve higher levels of productivity (a

defining factor in their overall job satis-

faction). Balancing improved accessibili-

ty and a sense of privacy is no small

feat, but with the right tools, interior

designers can facilitate both of these

important elements in any workplace.

Of course, executives must consider

the well-being of all staff members when

designing workable facilities. Although

workers should have sufficient access to

supervisors, managers might require

varying degrees of isolation to comple-

ment diverse leadership styles. In 

developing an overall strategy for

improving in-office communication, 

interior designers should make sure their

approach respects both individual and

group needs.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

68%

42%

28%

24%

Access

Comfort

Privacy

Flexibility

Designer’s Toolbox:

Conference-Room
Systems
• Sliding wall panels

• Full-wall writing surfaces

• Comfortable, adjustable seating

Percentage ranking as top of mindS
What design factors improve productivity?
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Customization is the key to reducing

barriers to access, as many individuals

require accessible work areas but prefer a

certain level of privacy. Designers can

facilitate both elements by grouping team

members in common areas that are some-

what less accessible to outside depart-

Ideally, office design eliminates all barriers to communication among workers,

including walls, distance and noise obstructions that can impede accessibility.

Research indicates that when people work in close proximity to one another, inter-

action becomes more frequent, managers become more accessible, and productivity

rises. In open offices, designers can augment communication by creating common

areas and clusters that promote less formal, more efficient information flow.

Creating visual lines of sight
among employees can help compa-
nies overcome communication
obstacles. To promote open views
among selected individuals and
areas, designers can strategically
position walls and panels, using
various heights and angles to
encourage certain sight patterns. A
visual connection between floors—
such as an atrium space that
opens lines of sight to different
departments—can also improve
overall impressions of access.

Designer’s Toolbox:

Sight Lines 

ments—a design tactic that supports task-

specific communication while eliminating

unnecessary distractions. Such cus-

tomized approaches facilitate sponta-

neous collaboration, generating enthusi-

asm in the workplace and boosting 

productivity.

COMMUNICATION

Adaptable Access
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In designing systems furniture, interi-

ors experts can develop interconnected,

curved work surfaces that allow for

higher density. These arrangements

improve privacy without hindering com-

munication or visual contact with team

members. With quick and easy reconfig-

uration procedures, modular systems

furniture and panels also promote both

access and privacy. 

In addition, carpet can serve the

cause of accessibility. By combining col-

ors, textures and patterns, interior

designers use carpeting to define specif-

ic work areas and direct traffic in corri-

dors and common areas. Such strategic

pathways increase the possibility of

interpersonal interaction by suggesting

routes that break down communication

barriers.

Removing physical
barriers

14%

Improving access 
to team members

51%
Improving access
to resources

35%

What accessibility factors best improve productivity?
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WORK FLOW
Design influences both communication

and workflow in similar ways. In develop-

ing a strategy for improved accessibility,

interior designers take into consideration

the resources, information and equipment

(such as computer systems and hard-copy

files) that should be readily available to

employees at all times. To improve work

flow, designers can create a logical office

layout that allows quick and easy access

to materials and coworkers. 

Computers, lighting and other electronic

systems are critical in today’s technology-

driven workplaces. With their understand-

ing of systems furniture and panel

arrangements, designers help executives

untangle the devices that keep companies

connected. Interiors experts can configure

systems furniture with a central spine

that serves as a conduit for disorderly

wires.

Hiding the
Hierarchy
One of the most important ways that

design can keep businesses on the cut-

ting edge is by minimizing in-office

reminders of the corporate hierarchy.

Research indicates that workflow will

improve if companies build less formal

teaming and conference rooms to pro-

mote brainstorming and complex prob-

lem solving. 

“Old fashioned,
hierarchical, 
stable ways of
laying out offices
cannot easily
cope with
change.”4
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Research indicates that many business

decision-makers—including management

consultants, facility managers and com-

pany presidents and CEOs—view access

as the most significant design-related

issue influencing levels of productivity

in the workplace. In order to design for

improved employee satisfaction and

efficiency, interiors experts not only

look at where employees work, but also

at how they function in their environ-

ment. A well-contemplated and strate-

Removing physical barriers can improve accessibility and increase worker productiv-

ity, but not in all circumstances. My studies on the office environment and privacy

have found that employees need personal control over their accessibility. Office

workers responded favorably to their environment when they could determine

where, when and how they worked. Determining the most appropriate solution for

the worker takes well thought-out studies of the social, behavioral and environmen-

tal needs of individual and group work.

Telework locations have now been added to the mix of

work distribution—home offices and telework centers. This

development is becoming a popular choice for reducing the

commute and providing a quiet place to work. Support for

accessibility, however, becomes vital in remote locations.

The interior designer’s role is expanding to connect the

workers’ multiple locations within and outside the corpo-

rate office. Key for the interior designer is an understanding

of how technology can address accessibility for the tele-

worker and understanding how communication protocols can compel workers to

connect to their companies. The interior designer with the right tools can implement

solutions that provide all the amenities of an office while bringing together the

equilibrium of accessibility and privacy under the worker’s control.

Linda Sorrento, ASID, LEED® AP
Program Manager, US Green Building Council

Washington, DC

“Interior designers
are essential in 
determining what
accessibility is.” 

–Linda Sorrento

THE BOTTOM LINE

A DESIGNER’S

PERSPECTIVE

gic design plan can improve the func-

tionality of the workplace by enhancing

workers’ ability to communicate,

exchange information and access the

materials necessary for efficient, 

high-quality work.




