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ABSTRACT
The goal of this research is to explore the link between the built environment and occupant well-being using 
completed pre- and post-occupancy evaluations in conjunction with literature review on the topic. We hypoth-
esized that investing in strategies that enhance whole person well-being in the workplace can positively impact 
business performance metrics. The methodology was to combine an analysis of design strategies from third-party 
rating systems for their potential impact on health with findings from a literature review of why well-being is 
important and a review of publicly-available pre- and post-occupancy research for metrics to support the impact 
of design. Using the Energy Project as a framework to define whole person well-being, the research analyzed each 
strategy’s impact on the four dimensions well-being: physical health, emotional happiness, mental focus and 
spiritual purpose. 

The headquarters of the American Society of Interior Designers (ASID) in Washington, DC, designed by Perkins and 
Will, incorporated a range of well-being strategies that contributed to it becoming the first project to be certified 
LEED v2009 Platinum and WELL v1 Platinum. ASID conducted an in-depth pre- and post-occupancy research 
project that served as an exemplary model for this research by demonstrating the impact that design has on the 
four dimensions of well-being. 

The evaluation revealed that designs utilizing strategies targeting physical health, emotional happiness, mental 
focus and spiritual purpose in concert have the greatest impact on both occupant health and business performance. 

Conclusively, the authors recommend the development of an industry standard framework for pre- and post-
occupancy research that establishes a common methodology for gathering metrics in the four dimensions of 
well-being. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Center for Disease Control (CDC) states that 20 
percent of an individual’s health status directly relates 
to the quality of their environment1. As occupant health 
and wellness becomes one of the prevailing themes in 
the design and construction industry, we see more rat-

ing systems and evaluation tools emerging that attempt 
to quantify how a building or space impacts occupants. 
Much emphasis has been placed on the physiological 
health of occupants. As early as 2010, the City of New 
York saw a correlation between the design of the com-
munity and the increased rates of obesity and Type 2 
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diabetes occurring within its confines2. Only recently 
has the quantification of impact broadened to topics 
of productivity, mental health, and social connectivity. 
With 90 percent of a business’s operating costs attrib-
uted to staff costs3, investing in the built environment 
can significantly impact the operations and human re-
sources investment. According to the Integrated Ben-
efits Institute, productivity losses related to health cost 
U.S. employers over $225 billion annually4. Research 
by the CDC now demonstrates benefits to employee 
health and productivity through workplace policies and 
design1. This research seeks to demonstrate that invest-
ing in strategies that enhance whole person well-being 
in the workplace can positively impact business perfor-
mance metrics.  

This research stems from the authors’ previous analy-
sis of third-party certification programs and guidelines 
available to the design and construction industry. The 
programs were compared to find overlaps in design 
strategies, which were then charted against the four 
dimensions of well-being as defined by the Energy 
Project: physical health, emotional happiness, mental 
focus, and spiritual purpose5. This research took each 
of the four dimensions and created supporting impact 
categories to identify strategies to be implemented in 
concert to address total human health and well-being. 
As all of the rating systems analyzed include both de-
sign and operations strategies, the most comprehen-
sive approach to total well-being includes both types, 
and requires commitment to health beyond design 
and construction. 

Connecting whole-person well-being to business met-
rics is currently a challenge, with so few projects achiev-
ing health-specific certifications that go on to measure 
and quantify the value. Initial findings support the add-
ed value, and a recent case study of Cundall’s WELL 
Gold certified London office showed a 58 percent re-
duction in absenteeism and a 27 percent reduction in 
turnover6. When compared to the cost of adding WELL 
certification to the project (estimated at 3.6 percent of 
the project cost), the return on investment was cap-
tured in less than two months. 

1.1 Defining Whole-Person Well-Being
While not specifically focused on health issues, early 
sustainability certification programs included topics 
such as indoor air quality and access to views of nature. 
Little emphasis was put on mental health or commu-
nity connectivity, with empirical data translated mostly 
to topics of decreased absenteeism and decreased al-
lergy and asthma concerns. In the same vein, corporate 

wellness programs have been in existence for decades 
with a focus on physical wellness. These programs 
place emphasis on promoting exercise and cessation 
of smoking to improve health, yet overall results show 
their effectiveness is limited. Studies shown 67 percent 
of Americans are still considered overweight and 21 
percent still smoke7.

The Energy Project is a business consulting company 
that seeks to maximize a company’s potential by bol-
stering the energy of its people. In a study conducted in 
conjunction with Harvard University, they found a strong 
correlation between how people feel when their core 
needs are met, and how they perform. “The more that 
companies invested in meeting their people’s needs — 
physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually — the 
more engaged, focused, satisfied, and loyal they be-
came. When all four needs were met, people were 1.25 
times more engaged, more than twice as focused, and 
2.5 times more likely to remain at the company”5. 

While the focus of the Energy Project consulting is busi-
ness performance and efficiency and not specifically 
employee health, the translation of the core needs can 
be directly made to human well-being. Contemporary 
wellness certification programs were developed to ad-
dress more than just the physical health of occupants. 
As noted in the WELL Building Standard, “comprehen-
sive and interdisciplinary approaches are necessary to 
meaningfully address the complex issues of human 
health and well-being”8. 

Other sources that focus on whole-person well-being 
align with the four core dimensions of the Energy Proj-
ect, supporting its use as a mechanism for this study. 
The Center for Successful Aging at the California State 
University College of Health and Human Development 
uses the same four dimensions but adds vocational and 
emotional as two more facets. The Center defines whole 
person wellness as “the integration of an individual’s 
multiple dimensions into positive beliefs and meaning-
ful activities”9. They also note the concept must support 
balance among the individual’s core needs and integra-
tion of activities to support a balanced and full life.

Physical health may be the most commonly recogniz-
able dimension of well-being. Physical health is the 
cornerstone to all dimensions of energy, promoting 
healthy lifestyle behaviors that support physical activity 
and fitness, immune system function, and body com-
position10, 11. The impact categories for physical health 
focus on physical activity, hydration, nutrition, vitality, 
comfort, and occupant safety. The last criteria may also 
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have emotional benefit as well, but the idea of occupant 
safety focuses on an individual’s physical security.

Emotional happiness describes the link between a 
person’s outlook and their performance, encouraging a 
positive view of oneself and the ability to manage feel-
ings, behaviors, acceptance, and stress management 
in order to cultivate joy10, 11. Impact categories include 
promoting engagement, reducing stress, personal fulfill-
ment, value, and mood. 

Mental focus refers to the ability to engage in a task 
in an absorbed way while alternating between tactical 
and conceptual thinking10, 11. Impact categories include 
productivity, accuracy and precision, increased cogni-
tive function, and choice. 

Spiritual purpose is the concept that people feel sat-
isfaction from serving something larger than them-
selves10. Impact categories of this dimension of well-be-
ing includes social responsibility, sense of community, 
equity and diversity, and organizational culture. This 
core area may be most influenced by an organization’s 
operational procedures more than physical space, but 
elements of the environment can contribute to cultivat-
ing a positive spiritual purpose. 

1.2 Multi-Attribute Rating Systems as a Source  
      for Strategies to Support Well-Being
For almost two decades, independent organizations 
have offered third-party certification programs as a 
means of benchmarking performance of the built en-
vironment. In 2000, the U.S. Green Building Council 
introduced a cross-industry, balloted platform called 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, or 
LEED12. As LEED became more widely-adopted and the 
checklist format comfortable to project teams, new certi-
fications emerged that reflect specific project attributes. 
There are currently certification programs in well-being, 
resilience, site design, and general sustainability. While 
not all focus on human health, many have attributes 
that can be applied to concepts of whole person well-
being and there are several areas of overlap both in fo-
cus and in strategy. As such, each certification program 
can be used as a lens through which to examine how 
a building can enhanced health and well-being with or 
without pursuit of the certification. 

The authors’ previous work that inspired this research 
identified nine certification rating systems and guide-
lines known within the design and construction indus-
try. Each credit within the various rating systems was 
analyzed for whole-person well-being attributes, using 
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Figure 1: A representative graphic from the authors’ previous research that illustrates a project’s performance in the four 
dimensions of well-being and their impact categories.



RESEARCH JOURNAL / VOL 10.02

      18

the four dimensions of well-being and their impact cat-
egories. Research included the creation of a database 
which is searchable by health attribute or by certifica-
tion credit to identify overlaps among the systems. The 
following serves as an overview of the programs ana-
lyzed and offer resources for strategies that can improve 
occupant well-being. 

1.2.1. Sustainability Certifications
The LEED rating system started as a broad survey of 
sustainability topics as they apply to a design and con-
struction project. One of the goals of the LEED rating 
systems is to enhance individual human health and 
well-being, among other broader project goals13. With 
some variation introduced in LEED v4, all project typolo-
gies have categories related to site design and location, 
energy and atmosphere, water conservation, materi-
als and resources, indoor environmental quality, and 
innovation. Within this framework, the Materials and 
Resources and Indoor Environmental Quality categories 
have credits most directly related to health and well-
being topics. The credits are approached from a gen-
eral sustainability perspective, but USGBC provides sig-
nificant background data regarding how each topic is 
justified and many  take into account health attributes. 
Among the LEED platforms, LEED BD+C and LEED 
ID+C are the most widely used, and have significant 
overlaps with respect to the Materials and Resources 
and Indoor Environmental Quality categories.

Green Globes is another general sustainability bench-
marking rating system that is administered only by the 
Green Building Initiative (GBI). It was introduced in the 
United States in 2004 after being developed in Cana-
da and originally modeled off the BREEAM (Building 
Research Establishment Environmental Assessment 
Method) program from the United Kingdom. Green 
Globes is designed for project team self-assessment 
and is based primarily on ASHRAE and the ANSI/GBI 
01-2010: Green Building Assessment Protocol for 
Commercial Buildings14. The program includes catego-
ries focused on occupant health by addressing acoustic 
comfort, indoor air quality, thermal comfort, visual com-
fort, layout, amenities, and wellness. 

The Living Building Challenge (LBC) is a program devel-
oped by the International Living Futures Institute (ILFI), 
and was developed to push building certifications past 
“less bad” than the baseline to true regenerative de-
sign15. The credit requirements for certification are 
more rigorous than most other sustainability platforms 
and require a reporting period after operations com-
mence in addition to design and construction credits. 
The program has categories or “petals”, some of which 

directly relate to human health. The LBC is known for its 
“red list” of materials and chemicals banned from use 
on projects because of known toxic exposure effects on 
people. The program has also inspired the ILFI to de-
velop product specific certifications focused on material 
health (the Declare label) and social equity (the Just 
label)16. 

The Institute for Sustainable Infrastructure (ISI) admin-
isters the Envision certification platform, focused more 
on infrastructure, site, and master planning. While less 
focused on specific buildings or interiors, there are 
overlaps between it and other platforms. A category of 
credits labeled “Quality of Life” focuses on health and 
well-being from a community connectivity perspec-
tive17.

1.2.2. Well-Being Certifications
In a relatively short time-span, two health and well-be-
ing certification programs emerged attempting to shift 
market attention towards human health. Both programs 
focus exclusively on human health and are deeply root-
ed in scientific and medical research. Both programs 
offer in depth analyses of how the built environment 
affects occupants.

Delos and The International Well Building Institute 
(IWBI) introduced the WELL Building Standard in 2014. 
Organized similarly to LEED, the platform includes one 
hundred performance metrics organized into seven 
concepts. Design strategies are intended to improve 
health, comfort and knowledge, and are tied to specific 
physiological systems. Certification in WELL requires 
documentation by a project team during design and 
construction, as well as site verification of several met-
rics after project completion8.

The Fitwel Certification System is administered by the 
Center for Active Design, and was introduced to the 
market in 2016. Development of Fitwel was guided by 
the CDC and the U.S. General Services Administration 
(GSA), with multiple federal facilities used as pilot cas-
es. Fitwel also provides evidence-based justification for 
its sixty-three strategies, which are spread among sev-
en health impact categories. Point values are weighted 
based on the level of positive health impact a strategy 
offers based on the research sourced. The program is 
aimed at workplace environments, but has since diver-
sified to also include multi-family residential facilities. 
Fitwel is meant to be a user-friendly and cost-effective 
evaluation tool and certification program, applicable 
to both health goals for new construction, as well as 
benchmarking existing buildings18.
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While not a certification program, The New York City 
Active Design Guidelines is perhaps the precursor to 
current wellness rating systems. Developed in 2010 as 
a project of the New York City Departments of Design 
and Construction (DDC), Health and Mental Hygiene, 
Transportation (DOT) and City Planning in conjunction 
with the New York chapter of the American Institute of 
Architects, the Guidelines serve as a compilation of best 
practices focused on physical activity and community 
engagement. The program offers no rating system or 
credits. It focuses on responsible urban planning and 
enhancing building design to support more active oc-
cupants2.

1.2.3. Resilience Certifications
Climate change and hazard mitigation have become 
charges for the design community. This is most evident 
after recent severe weather caused significant damage 
and loss of life in populous parts of the United States, 
such as New York, New Jersey, and Texas. However, 
such damage has been prevalent in other parts of the 
country and world for decades. The ability of a structure 
to resist shocks and stressors from the outside environ-
ment and protect occupants and property is a function 
of the level of resilience it possesses. Resilient design 
encourages buildings and communities that are shock 
resistant, healthy, adaptable and regenerative through a 
combination of diversity, foresight, and the capacity for 
self-organization and learning19.

In 2014 the RELi Action List + Credit Catalog was 
published in draft format, without weighted credits or 
points. Through a series of prerequisites and credits, 
the checklist was intended to be a design tool for teams 
to cover a series of resilience topics related to short-
term and long-term risks to the building and its popu-
lation. It pulls credit standards from a variety of other 
previously established certification programs, such as 
LEED and Envision20. The RELi platform was acquired 
in 2017 by USGBC with the intent of development into 
a more formal benchmarking platform. It was included 
in the study of certifications because there is an empha-
sis in several categories on human health and safety as 
they relate to preparedness, mitigation, and strategies 
that may reduce impacts on the natural environment.

2.0 RETURN ON VALUE
The ability for people to impact the cost of business is 
significant, as noted previously, it has been shown that 
90 percent of a business’s operating costs are attrib-
uted to staff costs3.  It is estimated that workers spend 
an average of 90,000 hours at work in their lifetimes21. 
Therefore, the quality of the workplace environments 

can influence workers’ performance and satisfaction, 
ultimately impacting business performance. Furniture 
manufacturer Steelcase and The Leesman Index are 
two groups that are already exploring the relationship 
between physical space and business performance22.

In response to growing concerns over employee health, 
many organizations have begun implementing in-house 
wellness programs aimed at improving employee be-
haviors and attracting new talent. Unfortunately, only 24 
percent of employees participate in these programs23. 
At a cost upward of $700 per employee,24 this is a large 
investment on something that offers no benefit for 80 
percent of an organization’s employees. Imagine an al-
ternative where, by allocating those funds toward en-
hancing the quality of your workspace, an organization 
can benefit 100 percent of employees every day, sim-
ply by providing a healthier environment that supports 
whole person well-being, while at the same time boost-
ing overall satisfaction and productivity. 

The headquarters of the American Society of Interior 
Designers (ASID) in Washington, DC was designed by 
Perkins and Will and incorporated a range of well-being 
strategies that contributed to it becoming the first proj-
ect to be certified LEED v2009 Platinum and WELL v1 
Platinum. ASID conducted an in-depth pre- and post-
occupancy research project that demonstrated, along 
with additional research, the impact that design has on 
occupant well-being. There are many subjective and 
anecdotal findings to support designing for well-being; 
however, there is a limited body of knowledge available 
with comprehensive pre- and post-occupancy metrics 
that validate specific strategies. For this reason, this 
research focuses primarily on findings from the ASID 
headquarters, supplemented with a literature review fo-
cused on the return on value of increased health and 
wellbeing in the workplace. 

2.1 Physical Health
Physical health is the cornerstone to all dimensions of 
energy, promoting healthy lifestyle behaviors that sup-
port physical activity and fitness, immune system func-
tion, and body composition10, 11. Lack of physical move-
ment and an over-consumption of calories has led to the 
population facing an epidemic of chronic disease such 
as obesity25. A typical American spends a little over 90 
percent of their time indoors26 and 20 percent of an 
individual’s health status is a direct result of the quality 
of their environment27. Additionally, another 50 percent 
is a result of behavior patterns, which are heavily influ-
enced by one’s environment27. Knowing this, the impor-
tance of the quality of indoor environments on physi-
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cal health becomes apparent. Through the authors’ 
research and analysis of the aforementioned third party 
rating systems, physical health can be demonstrated by 
the impact categories: physical activity, nutrition, hydra-
tion, vitality, comfort, and occupant safety. The following 
sections illustrate how some of these categories impact 
occupant well-being.  

2.1.1 Physical Activity
The majority of people spend upwards of 90 percent 
of their time in indoor environments, and are often in 
sedentary occupations25. This inactive behavior, along 
with unhealthy eating habits, is second to tobacco use 
as the primary cause of premature death in the U. S.25. 
Research suggests that the built environment can im-
prove physical activity and strong evidence has been 
shown to support strategies such as placing signage 
at elevators and escalators to encourage stair use and 
including exercise rooms with views to the outdoors in 
office or residential buildings25.

The ASID headquarters design includes strategies in-
tended to promote increased physical activity. Each 
employee has free access to a fitness center, a height-
adjustable sit-to-stand desk, healthy snacks, and fil-
tered water throughout the day. The copy and pantry 

support spaces are centralized to encourage additional 
activity. ASID monitored the physical health scores of 
their employees pre-occupancy as well as post-occu-
pancy and compared those scores to the U.S. average. 
Although ASID employees were already healthier than 
the national average, physical health scores increased 7 
percent after moving into a space that better promoted 
physical activity28. 

2.1.2 Hydration
Drinking water is essential to promote the health of ev-
ery system in the body29. The availability or prevalence 
of filtered drinking water in an office environment, how-
ever, may limit the amount employees are able to drink 
during a work day30.

The ASID headquarters promotes drinking water by 
providing filtered water in the central pantry as well as 
offering fruit-infused water throughout the week. Each 
employee was given a large reusable water bottle and 
engaged in monthly water drinking challenges. These 
workplace enhancements not only encouraged employ-
ees to drink more water, but also added to the social en-
vironment in the office28. Adequate hydration has also 
been shown to increase employee productivity up to 14 
percent30. 

RESEARCH JOURNAL / VOL 10.02

Figure 2: Each desk in the open work area at the ASID headquarters area is height adjustable to encourage occupants to change 
posture throughout the day. (Photography by Eric Laignel).
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2.2 Emotional Happiness
Emotional happiness describes the link between a per-
son’s outlook and their performance, encouraging a 
positive view of oneself and the ability to manage feel-
ings, behaviors, acceptance, and stress management 
in order to cultivate joy10, 11. Emotions are explicitly 
linked with feelings and they are contagious, passing 
on a happy and productive outlook to colleagues or pol-
luting others with negative, value-depriving attitudes31. 
The power that emotions have on people at work, no 
matter the industry, are linked through neurological re-
actions and point to three values: a vision of the future, 
a sense of purpose, and great relationships31.

Through the authors’ research and analysis of afore-
mentioned third party rating systems, emotional hap-
piness can be demonstrated by the impact categories: 
promote engagement, reduce stress, personal fulfil-
ment, value, and mood. The following section illustrates 
how some of these categories impact occupant well-
being.  

2.2.1 Promote Engagement
According to a 2018 Gallup study, only 13 percent of 
the workforce is actively engaged and those companies 
who employ them outperform their peers by 147 per-

cent in earning per share32. There is a strong business 
case to invest in promoting more engagement in the 
workplace, but also a health and well-being case. Em-
ployees that are considered “engaged” are 21 percent 
more likely to participate in well-being programs33.

The ASID headquarters supported engaging their em-
ployees by providing choice in the work environment 
based on specific tasks. The office space is a free ad-
dress environment where employees do not have a 
dedicated work space, but can move between concen-
trative, focused work areas and collaborative, interac-
tive work areas. ASID measured a 9 percent increase in 
collaborative work after moving to the environment and 
found that their typical day switched to be more col-
laborative as compared to concentrative in the previous 
office environment that did not offer choice. Employees 
are now able to better engage with each other and the 
self-reported communication preference changed from 
email to face-to-face interactions, with 83 percent find-
ing that they have access to spaces that support the 
sharing of ideas28.

2.3 Mental Focus
Mental focus refers to the ability to engage in a task in 
an absorbed way while alternating between tactical and 

Figure 3: The ASID headquarters supported engaging their employees by providing choice in the work environment based on 
specific tasks. The office space is a free address environment where employees do not have a dedicated work space, but can 
move between concentrative, focused work areas and collaborative, interactive work areas. (Photography by Eric Laignel).
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conceptual thinking10. Workplace design often focuses 
on supporting collaboration and flexibility while balanc-
ing reduced real estate cost and environmental impact. 
This results in open office environments with low parti-
tions that provide visual connection to peers, increased 
daylight and varied meeting support, but at the expense 
of individual control and preference. Spaces focusing 
solely on collaboration without providing equal support 
for individual focused work and analytical thinking neg-
atively impact well-being and productivity. A 2012 GSA 
survey of 3,700 government employees felt their inabil-
ity to control the acoustic quality of their environment 
reduced their ability to work productively34. Through the 
authors’ research and analysis of the aforementioned 
third party rating systems mental focus can be demon-
strated by the impact categories: increased productivity, 
accuracy and precision, increased cognitive functioning 
and choice. The following sections illustrate how some 
of these categories impact occupant well-being.  

2.3.1 Increase Productivity
The ASID headquarters implemented a number of 
strategies aimed at improving productivity through in-
creased mental focus. A 2016 study by Harvard School 
of Public Health links increased ventilation rates, above 
those acceptable by code, with improved cognitive per-
formance. Test subject’s performance improved 8 per-
cent on cognitive tasks when the amount of outside air 
was doubled in the space35. Enhanced air filtration and 
introduction of more outside air result maintain carbon 
dioxide levels at 570 ppm on average, which is 158 per-
cent lower than the pre-occupancy study28.

Physical and thermal comfort, acoustics, and access 
to natural elements were all performance enhancing 
design strategies that, while difficult to tie directly to 
performance, show dramatically improved satisfaction 
scores. Twenty-five percent of employees credit the cir-
cadian lighting system for improved sleep quality, re-
sulting in feeling more awake and focused at work28.

Recognizing the combined impact of these strategies 
on human health, we begin to see a positive relationship 
between the improved quality of the environment and 
improved occupant health. Absenteeism scores have 
decreased by 19 percent, resulting in 9.6 minutes more 
work completed per hour. Presentism scores increased 
by 16 percent, indicating that employees feel they are 
working at 90 percent of their possible performance28. 
There is also convergence to be noted here in the over-
laps of dimensions – in this case strategies employed 
benefiting both mental focus and physical health. 

2.3.2 Choice
Providing occupants with choice and control over their 
environment is linked to reduced cortisol levels in the 
brain, having a calming effect, helping people become 
more focused36. Activity-based settings and free ad-
dress work environments are becoming common strat-
egies to provide employees with choice, flexibility and 
individual control. A recent study cited 68 percent of 
people surveyed believe that their flexible work policies 
made them more effective37. Personal control of physi-
cal work space has also been shown to increase job 
satisfaction38 and environmental control of temperature 
is linked to as much as 7 percent improvement in per-
formance39.

In 2014, Perkins and Will was re-engaged by a former 
client, Be the Match, to assess their workplace envi-
ronment in downtown Minneapolis and develop new 
strategies for increased flexibility and mobility. The pro-
posed strategies created a new work environment of-
fering team members greater control over where and 
when work gets done and allows greater flexibility by 
providing varied work settings to accommodate dif-
ferent practices. Post-occupancy survey results show 
that employees reported feeling less stressed and a 24 
percent improvement in their ability to concentrate and 
hold private conversations.

At the ASID headquarters, employees do not have as-
signed seats. Instead, implementing a free address sys-
tem enables employees to select from a variety of work 
environments that range from public and highly col-
laborative to private heads-down focused spaces. Em-
ployees self-select where they work each day based on 
which physical location best supports the tasks they are 
doing at the time. The organization of the space clusters 
collaborative spaces together away from the focus spac-
es to account for the varying levels of acoustic privacy 
required. The mechanical system provides a 3-degree 
temperature differential across the open office space, 
allowing employees the opportunity to select worksta-
tions in the warmer or cooler side of the office based on 
personal preference28.

Post-occupancy survey results releveled that employ-
ee satisfaction increased across many environmental 
conditions due to occupant choice and control. These 
conditions include lighting quality, noise reduction, 
speech privacy, available space, visual privacy, and 
ease of interaction, contributing to a dramatic 69 per-
cent increase in attachment to place. Employees that 
rated higher on “attachment to place” perceived social 
support, stress tolerance, and collaboration are tied to 
higher productivity scores28.

RESEARCH JOURNAL / VOL 10.02
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Figure 5: The centrally located Café at the ASID headquarters provides a social gathering space to support a sense of 
community. (Photography by Eric Laignel). 

Figure 4: The configuration of the ASID headquarters office space locates enclosed focus spaces away from open collaborative 
spaces to account for the varying levels of acoustic privacy required. (Photography by Eric Laignel).
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2.4 Spiritual Purpose
Spiritual purpose is the concept that people feel satis-
faction from serving something larger than themselves 
10. Often defined as spirituality at work, measuring the 
impact of spiritual purpose on well-being and produc-
tivity is challenged by a lack of consistent methods 
for quantifying and validating data40. Val Kinjerski de-
veloped an eighteen point Spirit at Work Scale, which 
includes four sub-classifications: engaging work, mys-
tical experience, spiritual connection, and sense of 
community. This scale has been positively linked to 
several workplace attributes including job satisfaction, 
personal accomplishment, and organizational com-
mitment41. In another study looking at job satisfaction 
in long-term nursing care staff, meaningful work and 
environments that support community connection re-
veal significant reductions in absenteeism and turnover 
rates42. Through the authors’ research and analysis of 
the aforementioned third party rating systems mental 
focus can be demonstrated by the impact categories: 
social responsibility, sense of community, equity and di-
versity, and organizational culture. The following section 
illustrates how some of these categories impact occu-
pant well-being.  

2.4.1 Sense of Community
Sense of community describes a person’s feelings of 
connection to those around them and a sense of be-
longing to a common purpose. When combined with 
meaningful work, community can be a powerful force 
resulting in greater employee satisfaction. Camaraderie 
or the development of friendships in the office is a good 
way to create a common purpose and sense of belong-
ing exemplified by community. Organizations which 
strive to develop corporate cultures that embrace com-
munity often see it as an advantage for engagement and 
productivity43.  A feeling of belonging is a basic human 
need that is essential to being our best selves44. Social 

science researcher Brené Brown defines belonging as 
“the innate human desire to be part of something larger 
than us. Because this yearning is so primal, we often try 
to acquire it by fitting in and by seeking approval, which 
are not only hollow substitutes for belonging, but often 
barriers to it”44. 

In addition to the design strategies targeting physical 
space, ASID implemented many operational protocols 
that impact well-being. One was the introduction of 
health challenges, which is a common way of foster-
ing community and belonging. The goal of the chal-
lenges is to increase occupant health and wellness by 
encouraging healthier behavior through incorporation 
of gamification strategies and team competitions. Game 
theory is increasingly used by corporations to engage 
employees while simultaneously increasing productivity. 
Healthcare companies are utilizing gamification through 
app development to promote better lifestyle habits45. By 
taking these principles and applying it to group and in-
dividual health challenges that target specific well-being 
concepts, ASID is able to encourage healthier behav-
iors and ultimately reduce negative health impacts as-
sociated with working in a corporate office environment, 
while fostering sense of community. Regularly held 
challenges focus on specific concepts, like healthier 
commuter patterns, drinking water promotion and in-
creasing physical activity. These challenges are partially 
credited for ASID employee’s physical health scores be-
ing almost 7 percent higher than the U.S. average28.

In addition to health challenges contributing to sense 
of community, ASID attributed the environmental char-
acteristics of visual privacy and ease of interaction as 
important factors leading to perceived social support in 
the office. When employees perceive social support at 
work, they report higher job satisfaction, creativity, and 
productivity28.
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3.0 ANALYSIS 
The findings from the ASID pre- and post-occupancy 
research, combined with the results reported by oth-
er scholars in this article, demonstrate that investing 
in strategies that enhance whole person well-being in 
the workplace can positively impact business perfor-
mance metrics. Strategies that support specific aspects 
of wellness are important and can yield positive health 
and business benefits, but to fully embrace wellness a 
space must support all four dimensions of human well-
being.  To support physical health, ASID invested in pro-
viding free access to a fitness center, a height-adjust-
able sit-to-stand desk, healthy snacks, filtered water, 
and centralized support spaces to encourage activity 
for all employees. This resulted in improved physical 
health scores. To support emotional happiness, ASID 
implemented a free address work environment and a 
variety of collaborative spaces resulting in an increase 
in collaborative work and access to spaces that support 
the sharing of ideas. To support mental focus ASID in-
vested in enhanced air filtration and the introduction of 
more outside air, a circadian lighting system, enhanced 
acoustic performance, access to natural elements, and 
an activity-based work environment which all contribut-
ed to increased employee productivity and attachment 
to place. In support of spiritual purpose ASID utilizes 
employee challenges as team building exercises to cre-
ate a sense of community. 

The post-occupancy data from ASID reports a pro-
ductivity gain of 16 percent which, when extrapolated 
equals 9.6 minutes more work per hour. Multiplied out, 
9.6 minutes an hour times 40 hours a week and then 
multiplied by 52 weeks in a year equals 19,200 minutes, 
or the equivalent of eight weeks of additional productive 
time a year per employee. Another way to look at the 
potential impact on business performance is through 
a hypothetical dollar value. The average cost of an em-
ployee in the District of Columbia is $144,500 based 
on average salary of $85,000 + 70 percent overhead46. 
Assuming a typical office design results in 200 sf per 
person, then the cost of a single employee annually is 
$723 per sf. Using a 16 percent productivity increase, 
the value of that productivity gain equals $115.60 per 
sf ($144,500 x 0.16/ 200 = $115.60).  When this value 
is multiplied across a hypothetical 25,000 sf floor plate 
over the duration of a typical 10 year lease, the poten-
tial value of an organization’s return on investment is 
$28,9000,000. This is substantially larger than the cap-
ital investment in the strategies that led to this improved 
performance metric.

Figure 6: The additional construction costs associated with strategies above “best practice” in order to build the ASID 
Headquarters was estimated by Perkins and Will to be 16%, or an additional $26.62 per square foot.
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Figure 7: The additional construction costs associated with incorporating well-being strategies for the ASID Headquarters project 
is compared to an estimated financial gain of 3 minutes per hour, or a 5% productivity increase. An estimated financial gain 
from a 5% productivity increase for a company occupying 25,000 square feet of office space over the course of a 10 year lease 
represents $9,032,500 without escalation.

Figure 8: An estimated financial return of $9,032,500 for 25,000 square feet of office space represents in a gain of $361.30 per 
square foot over a 10 year lease term, which exceeds the initial investment of $26.62 per square foot (based on actual data 
from Perkins and Will for the ASID Headquarters). When the illustrative measure of a 5% productivity gain is increased to the 
measured results of the ASID Headquarters, which indicated a 16% productivity gain, the financial return then increases to 
$1,156 per square foot over 10 years.
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4.0 CONCLUSIONS
The findings from the ASID pre- and post-occupancy 
research, combined with the results reported by oth-
er scholars in this article, demonstrate that investing 
in strategies that enhance whole person well-being in 
the workplace can positively impact business perfor-
mance metrics. Strategies that support specific aspects 
of wellness are important and can yield positive health 
and business benefits, but to fully embrace wellness a 
space must support all four dimensions of human well-
being.  To support physical health, ASID invested in 
providing free access to a fitness center, a height-ad-
justable sit-to-stand desk, healthy snacks, filtered wa-
ter, and centralized support spaces to encourage activ-
ity for all employees. This resulted in improved physical 
health scores. To support emotional happiness, ASID 
implemented a free address work environment and a 
variety of collaborative spaces resulting in an increase 
in collaborative work and access to spaces that support 
the sharing of ideas. To support mental focus ASID in-
vested in enhanced air filtration and the introduction of 
more outside air, a circadian lighting system, enhanced 
acoustic performance, access to natural elements, and 
an activity-based work environment, which all contrib-
uted to increased employee productivity and attach-
ment to place. In support of spiritual purpose ASID uti-
lizes employee challenges as team building exercises to 
create a sense of community.

The results achieved by the ASID headquarters highlight 
that utilizing strategies from each of the four dimensions 
of whole person well-being in concert provides the most 
positive impact to employee health. Healthier employ-
ees translates into improved business performance.  

Ultimately, more quantitative research is needed to cor-
roborate the findings of the ASID occupancy evaluation 
study. While the study looked at multiple dimensions 
of human wellbeing, focused pre- and post-occupancy 
evaluation of a population needs to be conducted to de-
termine how whole person well-being is truly measured, 
and how specifically supporting all four dimensions of 
human health can result in positive performance gains 
in addition to increased individual wellness. However, 
the speculative calculation above is compelling in dem-
onstrating the economic value increased health and 
wellbeing can have. 
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