
2020 ― Volume 12.01 Research Journal



Perkins&Will is an interdisciplinary design practice 
offering services in the areas of Architecture, Interior 
Design, Branded Environments, Planning and 
Strategies, and Urban Design.  

Editors:
Ajla Aksamija, Ph.D., LEED AP® BD+C, CDT 
Kalpana Kuttaiah, Associate AIA, LEED AP® BD+C 

Journal Design & Layout:    
Kalpana Kuttaiah, Associate AIA, LEED AP® BD+C

Acknowledgements:             
We would like to extend our appreciation to 
everyone who contributed to the research work and 
articles published within this journal.

2020 ― Volume 12.01  Research Journal



Abstract
Do wellness certifications make the differences that they claim? Implementing design strategies that only focus on 
a singular certification, or without factoring sustainability metrics inclusive of occupant wellbeing and comfort, can 
result in suboptimal and regressive design qualities, and compromise several decades of diligent, high-performing 
work. Meanwhile, combining multiple rating systems can yield to wholistic sustainable results, ones with a raised 
sense of wellness, benefiting both the property owners and the occupants. The Dallas studio of Perkins&Will pursued 
LEED, WELL, and Fitwel certifications in the renovation of a historic building as their new office. Significant wellness 
impacts were observed in comparisons of the digitally administered pre-occupancy and post-occupancy evaluation 
surveys. As nearly all the compared metrics indicated significant positive correlation in occupant wellness, such results 
assert the importance of implementing these rating systems to both inform and validate design decisions. 
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1.0 Introduction
The Dallas studio of Perkins&Will recently relocated to 
a new space—The Old Dallas High School, which was 
built in 1907 and served as the original Dallas High 
School. The blighted building was in a state of vacancy 
and neglect before undergoing repurposed multi-use 
renovation by developer Matthews Southwest  with 
the help of design firm Merriman Anderson Architects.  
The location was preferable for several reasons, but 
particularly due to the site’s immediate proximity and 
access to the Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART) rail lines 
and the numerous urban core amenities. Pedestrian 
accessibility to multiple facilities and services were not 
offered at the previous location of the Perkins&Will 
Dallas office, a space certified under LEED v2.0 ID+C: 
Corporate Interiors at the Gold level. 

In addition to the LEED certification, which is already the 
firmwide sustainability metric requirement, the office 
leadership elected to additionally pursue WELL and 
Fitwel rating systems. This was done to understand these 
novel rating systems and to implement their strategies 
into the renovation design. After significant exploration, 
the decision was made to pursue LEED v2009 ID+C: 
Corporate Interiors at the Platinum level, WELL v1 for 
New and Existing Interiors at the Gold level, and Fitwel 
v1 for three stars. Each rating system has unique goals—
some of which overlap and some of which appear to 
contradict each other.

The WELL Building Rating System (WELL) claims its 
purpose is to “explore how design, operations and 
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behaviors within the places where we live, work, learn 
and play can be optimized to advance human health 
and well-being.”1 Fitwel’s goal is to “enhance buildings 
by addressing a broad range of health behaviors and 
risks.”² In an attempt to track and recognize human 
health effects, digital surveys were administered. Such 
frameworks have only recently been introduced to the 
industry to emphasize specific aspects of sustainability, 
such as wellness, resilience, net positive design, and 
other performance aspects.3

2.0 Methodology
An anonymous pre-occupancy digital survey was 
administered to employees 16 months  before the new 
space was completed. The survey was created with 
Google Forms, a free tool for data gathering. The intent 
was to gather a comparable baseline of a LEED certified 
space, which would provide similar results to one that 
pursued LEED certification, in addition to implementing 
both WELL and Fitwel certifications. Specifically, the 
effects sought out were impacts or even perceived 
impacts on building occupants compared to a typical 
workplace setting. The survey primarily focused on 
thermal comfort, but also explored questions about 
office culture, wellness, I.T. implementation, parking 
needs, and other related topics. In order to incentivize 
participation, gift cards were randomly given out to a 
small percentage of participants. The survey and gift 
card entries were intentionally kept separate to keep 
anonymity. The first survey had 154 responses, which was 
over half of the office’s population at the time.

Roughly 18 months after occupancy, a nearly identical 
survey was administered to the office, with 163 responses 
recorded. At the time of the 2nd survey, the project 
was still actively pursuing all three certifications, but 
every effort was made to implement all required and 
pursued strategies. Comparisons were made between 
the first survey (pre-occupancy survey) and the second 
survey (post-occupancy survey), using the first survey as 
the baseline.

Some questions were asked with a simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ 
response, such as “Do you consider your workspace to 
be well lit?” or “Can you see out of a window from your 
desk when seated?” Other questions asked participants 
to rate their satisfaction with an environmental factor on 

a scale consisting of Very Satisfied, Satisfied, Somewhat 
Satisfied, Neutral, Somewhat Dissatisfied, Dissatisfied, 
and Very Dissatisfied. Such questions provide a range of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction levels. Some environmental 
factors that were rated were: Temperature/Thermal 
Comfort, Lighting Comfort/Quality, Building Cleanliness, 
Air Quality, Air Speed, and Humidity. The same scale 
was applied to more questions about acoustics, natural 
daylighting, and exterior views. Some other questions 
were structured differently, such as ranking likability and 
use of current vending options on a scale from 1 to 5.

It is understood that some impacts were the result of 
moving locations and were not a result of implementing 
certifications. For instance, the surveys show the number 
of public transit riders increased five times after initially 
moving to the new office. While the number does reflect 
a significant change, that increase is due more so to 
building location than wellness certification; however, 
those factors were specifically taken into account when 
selecting the Old Dallas High School for the new office.

3.0 Occupant Well-Being
3.1 Personal Thermal Comfort

WELL has many strategies that address thermal comfort, 
in addition to those noted under the LEED rating system, 
including multiple parameters and set points that 
determine what is comfortable for building occupants. 
Curiously, Fitwel only directly addresses personal comfort 
when it incentives operable shading for occupants. A 
total of 61.9 percent of employees stated that they are 
satisfied or ambivalent with the overall temperature and 
thermal comfort of the space—a number that seems to 
be far below where it should be. Despite demonstrating 
compliance to ASHRAE 55 for both 2007 and 2013 for 
LEED and WELL, employee thermal comfort responses 
are noticeably contradictory.

Overall, the results of the new office showed a slight 
improvement than the old office; however, 56 percent 
of women in the new office noted that they were 
too cold. An easy observation of the space yields 
blankets, heated blankets, and other means to keep 
female employees warm. Such a significant portion of 
dissatisfied employees calls into question the methods 
of determining thermal comfort and whether they 
should be reevaluated. Discussions of the metrics 
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based on suit-clad businessmen have been heard for 
some time, but only recently have those questions 
asked if such metrics are ultimately sexist and out of 
date. Additionally, at least one recent study shows that 
women in warmer environments are more productive.4 
Thus, these industry standards should be adjusted to be 
inclusive for all employees. 

3.2 Indoor Air Quality

Having a high-quality indoor environment is one of the 
biggest promises of both LEED and WELL certifications. 
The office was designed to be and remains compliant 
with multiple strategies regarding indoor air quality, 
such as low-emitting materials, significant material 
ingredient vetting, increased filtration, and others. 
Fitwel incentivizes creating an Indoor Air Quality (IAQ) 
Policy that includes low-emitting materials, tobacco, 
filtration, plant maintenance, garbage disposal, and 
the elimination of potential pollutants. The resulting 
culmination of all strategies yielded an 81 percent 
satisfaction rate regarding the overall IAQ. It is common 
knowledge within the LEED rating system that a 
thermal comfort survey result showing anything above 
a 20 percent dissatisfaction rate requires a corrective 
action plan. For two rating systems where IAQ is highly 
scrutinized, the satisfaction rate is surprisingly low, 
nearly requiring corrective action. 

Poor air quality was the 4th most common reason for 
employee dissatisfaction, with 17.5 percent of the office 
population noting the complaint. While not noted 
significantly in survey results, conversations around the 
office highlight the amount of dust in the space. Despite 
a well-documented Construction IAQ Plan that was 
implemented to mitigate construction pollution, dust 
continues to collect on countertops and other surfaces 
years later, which is believed to be a key reason for the 
complaints. The source of the dust remains unknown.

3.3 Physical Activity

One of the primary objectives of Fitwel certification—
increased physical activity—has not gone unnoticed 
in the new office, as seen in Figure 1. Responses 
from the previous office demonstrated clear room 
for improvement, with only 25 percent of responses 
believing that the office promoted physical activity. New 
survey responses demonstrate a significant change in 
office experiences, with 71 percent of responses now in 
agreement. This change in perception is noteworthy, 
nearly tripling the number of employees that support 
the belief. 

Sit-stand desks were sporadic in the former office, 
provided only to those with required doctor’s notes 
or self-provided by employees. The new office has 

Figure 1: Employee perceptions of their work environment impacts.
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provided sit-stand desks to 100 percent of employees. 
The majority of these are motorized desks, but design 
constraints required occasional standing height desks 
with high seated chairs. Both solutions provide an 
opportunity to stand or sit as desired, but occupants 
do not necessarily agree. Despite providing sit-stand 
choices to all employees, 4 percent responded that 
they do not have a sit-stand desk at all. When asked 
individually, those at fixed height desks noted that, while 
the desks met the requirements, the lack of adjustability 
was noticeable. Someone too tall or short, for instance, 
was not able to use the high tabletop while standing 
without causing strain to their wrist or arms.

Overall, 92 percent of people said they liked their sit-
stand desk, as illustrated in Figure 2. The most common 
comment on how the moveable desks had improved 
personal health was that occupants had less back pain 
and stiffness. The second most common response was 
that employees had more energy and felt less tired. 
Both responses are in line with the primary benefits 
associated with standing and the variability of sit-stand 
desks. Other responses included burning more calories, 
excitement over personal control, and increased 
collaboration. Interestingly, despite the overwhelming 
number of people saying they liked the desks, 5 percent 
of responses do not believe that this adaptation has 
improved their health.

3.4 Lighting Quality

The introduction of new lighting metrics was initially 
confusing to the design team, but design requirements 
were eventually achieved. Notably, as a result of the new 
parameters from WELL, employees are happier than 
ever about the lighting in the office. Overall satisfaction 
increased from 44.8 percent to 71.8 percent. Particularly 
of note is that the count of those who responded as very 
satisfied increased from 2 to 37 answers, an improvement 
factor of 18.

The previous office had typical fluorescent fixtures 
encased in lay-in ceilings throughout most of the office 
space. The current office has high Color Rendering 
Index (CRI) LED lighting for the entire office. Each area 
adjacent to windows is part of a daylighting responsive 
system, which saves energy and can dim lights variably 
according to the amount of daylight introduced into the 
space. Additional collaboration was needed to fine tune 
the controls, but office management is satisfied with 
the results. Ultimately, high quality lighting is available 
throughout the space, as seen in Figure 3.

When asked what design consideration was the most 
important of seven strategies, office employees ranked 
natural daylighting as the single most important factor. 
Conversely, artificial lighting quality was overwhelmingly 
ranked as the least important design consideration of all 
the strategies. 

3.5 Acoustics

Despite significant efforts to comply with WELL 
requirements, testing has confirmed that some acoustic 
criteria were not yet met at the time of occupancy. 
Corrective action has been planned and implemented 
to continue certification. Unsurprisingly, the number one 
complaint in the office relates to acoustics, particularly 
in open office settings. This is, unfortunately, in line with 
office design trends where acoustics are also the most 
common comment of disapproval.⁵ A dissatisfaction rate 
of 40 percent in regards to acoustics should not be taken 
as a criticism against WELL certification, as compliance 
with WELL acoustic criteria was not met at the time of 
the post-occupancy evaluation. Of all the reasons 
occupants expressed dissatisfaction in the quality of the 
office, 52.6 percent cited poor acoustic quality as the 
primary reason.

Figure 2: Responses to the sit-stand desks were overwhelmingly clear, 
but still provided good feedback.
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Figure 3: Collaborative spaces are scattered throughout the office to provide various types of workspaces to employees, all of which have high-
quality lighting.

Figure 4: The central space of the office is multiuse, but an inability to provide acoustic treatments can make it hard to hear.
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Explanations for the acoustic noncompliance lie in 
the history of the space. While the historic nature of 
the building is celebrated and inherently sustainable, 
constraints necessitating visual restoration created 
multiple challenges. Original plaster ceilings were 
required to be exposed after being restored under the 
direction of Merriman Anderson and Balfour Beatty. 
While some acoustic panels were able to be added in 
unnoticeable areas, as shown in Figure 4, most ceilings 
are hard surfaces. Per requirements from the historic 
commission, suspended ceilings were not able to be 
introduced. While they would have muffled mechanical 
noise, they would have covered historic ceilings.

Because of the ceiling requirements, all new mechanical 
equipment in the space had to be exposed. Without 
a buffer to lessen mechanical vibrations and air 
movement, all noise from the HVAC is directly over 
occupant workspaces. The project team noted WELL 
acoustic criteria in advance and worked to specify quiet 
equipment, but were unsuccessful in implementing all 
necessary strategies. A white noise system was installed, 
but it is not currently active since it cannot be heard over 
the noise from the fan power boxes. It should be noted 

that the WELL v1 Building Rating System currently does 
not address acoustics in historic buildings, but they have 
approved the pursuit of an Alternative Adherence Path.

3.6 Nourishment and Water

Prior to the office move, typical vending machines 
were provided by a third-party vendor. Common 
options included chips, candy, sodas, nuts, and other 
non-perishable items. The new office took great effort 
to change the vending to one that provided healthy 
options and complied with both WELL and Fitwel 
requirements, as seen in Figure 5. Provided options now 
include premade salads and sandwiches, cheese sticks, 
hummus, chips, trail mix, fruit, jerky, and a small amount 
of candy. Using both criteria from WELL and Fitwel 
simultaneously made food selection difficult, as each 
rating system has a unique approach to nourishment. 

While criticisms remain on the vending requirements 
and challenges, a noted 68 percent improvement was 
demonstrated from the pre-occupancy survey to the 
post-occupancy survey. The most common critique 

Figure 5: : Fresh vending options are provided to employees, with everything from typical vending choices to refrigerated and low 
sugar selections.
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is that while the requirements of both rating systems 
have been met, neither system has any commentary 
on artificially sweetened beverages. Because of the 
low-sugar requirements in the WELL rating system, only 
one sugary soda remains in the vending. The remaining 
have all been switched to diet sodas, all of which have 
artificial sweeteners that are generally associated with 
their own health concerns. This will likely evolve over 
time as new versions of each rating system are published 
simply because the rating frameworks are still so new to 
the industry.⁶ It should be noted that the smaller cans of 
soda would comply, but the current vendor is unwilling 
to provide these based on financial concerns of them not 
selling in a timely manner.

The new office has water filtered by Reverse Osmosis, 
with a blend back filter that reintroduces trace minerals 
into the water for taste. It also has UV sterilization. More 
than 95 percent of occupants noted that they liked the 
water provided by the office, compared to 78 percent of 
the old office. The former office offered filtered water, 
but it was not filtered to the same level of the new office. 

When asked about the average quantity of water 
consumed by individuals, the number that drank 6 or 
more cups of water each day changed very little. The 

people that were drinking enough water each day were 
already aware of that need and their habits did not 
change. The real impact was noticed on the employees 
that were not drinking sufficient water each day. Of 
those that had previously noted that they only drank 2 
or less cups of water a day, half increased their water 
consumption on a regular basis.

3.7 Mental Health

The WELL rating system has several measures in place to 
address mental health, with an entire category named 
“Mind.” Fitwel’s primary response is to simply provide 
a variety of spaces that all positively affect mental 
health—a simple yet effective practice. The LEED rating 
system does not directly address mental health but does 
incentivize strategies such as occupant views to the 
outdoor environment. Fitwel also uniquely addresses 
mental health by ensuring that adequate exterior safety 
measures are implemented such as lighting, something 
most designers assume will be in place. 

Fitwel’s encouragement of providing a variety of spaces 
were greatly considered. Points are earned for providing 
spaces such as a designated exercise room, a walkable 
outdoor space, a garden, and a lactation room for 
nursing mothers. Introducing these strategies required 
planning and flexibility on part of the occupants, 
but has been effective in providing multiple needed 
amenities as seen in Figure 7. Just over 92 percent of 
surveyed employees believe that a variety of workspaces 
is available for carrying out diverse tasks. That is a 
considerable improvement from the previous office, 
with only 53 percent of employees agreeing in the pre-
occupancy survey, where a lactation room was available. 
A significant 93 percent of respondents believe that the 
new office offers spaces that encourage collaboration, 
a factor that should be noted if concerns arise about 
employee productivity. A balance of amenities and 
productivity can be achieved, providing employees 
flexibility, as demonstrated in Figure 8.

WELL sets the reduction of stress as a goal on 
numerous features. A 2018 study noted that “stress-
related disorders was significantly associated with an 
increased risk of autoimmune disease.”⁷ Such measures 
attempting to reduce stress and improve human health 
have certainly had effect. Altogether, stress appears 
to have decreased. The number of highly stressed 

Figure 6: A noticeable change with vending satisfaction is visible 
post-occupancy.
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Figure 7: Additional space types have brought enhanced collaboration and interaction.

Figure 8: The Multipurpose room serves various functions but requires take-down and setup time.
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individuals decreased by 24 percent. Significantly 7 
of the 163 respondents in the post-occupancy survey 
noted nonexistent levels of stress, while none of the pre-
occupancy survey’s 154 employees claimed to be stress 
free as demonstrated in Figure 9.

4.0 Conclusion
In recent decades, the resurgence of sustainability as an 
integral element of design has altered and continues to 
challenge, if not revolutionize, the architectural practice 
long-term. These strides are impactful and wide-spread 
and have generally been accepted as a positive direction. 
The very concept of sustainability is altruistic and 
selfless, as the primary focus grows to include operating 
responsibly, reducing emissions, and improving occupant 
health and sense of well-being in a way that “meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.”⁸ 

The three rating systems generally worked well together, 
with direct synergies or credit equivalencies noted 

in each rating system. Still, it required an elevated 
level of coordination to pursue and balance each 
framework’s unique requirements. If the decision had 
been made to only pursue one or even two of these 
rating systems, notable amenities, benefits, and impacts 
would be missing.

The introduction of designing for wellness is imperative 
for occupant health, and directly meets one of the 
elements of the triple bottom line—people. Few 
architectural projects have been completed that are 
not people-centric. The American Institute of Architects 
(AIA) even requires annual education focused on 
Health, Safety, and Welfare to maintain the professional 
credential, emphasizing that building occupants should 
be the primary concern.

With the increased focus on occupant well-being, under 
the umbrella of sustainability, building occupants can live 
healthier, or at a minimum, feel that they live healthier. All 
three rating systems (LEED, WELL, and Fitwel) impacted 
this project in unique ways, elevating the understanding 
of sustainable design and how that directly impacts 

Figure 9: Perceived stress shifted downwards, demonstrating a generalized reduced stress.
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the people inside of the office of Perkins&Will Dallas. 
Evidence shows raised awareness of both wellness and 
sustainability on a broad level by employees. Happy 
employees have stronger loyalty to a company when they 
believe that company has invested in them as individuals. 
When a business’ number one resource is its employees, 
that seems like a choice that will impact retention, 
productivity, and general morale.

Despite these efforts and design knowledge of wellness, a 
danger lies in designing for wellness in a silo. Is designing 
for wellness a sustainable practice? Not if it is done 
without incorporating the other elements of the triple 
bottom line, keeping a simultaneous balance with profit 
and planet. Wellness design can use more energy and 
produce more waste if holistic sustainable efforts are not 
discussed. The new Dallas studio office of Perkins&Will 
worked to pursue sustainable design and wellness design 
simultaneously, and we have yet to work on a project 
interested in pursuing a wellness centered certification 
that has not also pursued some level of sustainable 
certification. 
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