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esearch shows that people who are allowed to per-

sonalize their working spaces to reflect their own

identies can be up to 32 percent happier and more

productive than their colleagues working in "lean" sPace.

This is the major discovery of groundbreaking research

led by the University of Exeter. Entitled "The Psychology

of Space: Determinants of Social ldentity, Well-being and

Productivity," this portfolio of studies was undertaken over

a four-year period and supported by Ambius.

The research suggests that the prevailing preference for
lean space, which is typified by a uniform approach to de-

sign, generally leads to a heightened sense of employee

alienation, discomfort in the workplace, and symptoms of
sick building syndrome. The lean spaces that management
generally impose upon their staff are standardized and de-

personalized. Such limited decorative enhancements that do

exist are chosen by management to reflect its interpretation
of a company's message and image. The majority of commer-

cial furniture has been developed to support this ideology,

leading to predictably uniform and modular office design.

When investigating the theories and practices underlying
modern space management, the development of offices

over time was reviewed to seek answers to some primary
questions: How has office space changed? Why do low-

status offices so often result in discomfort and discontent?
What are the consequences of different approaches to of-

fice-space management?

An improving and effective workspace is something that
every organization desires. There are innumerable case

studies showing how companies have claimed to improve
staff retention or increase profitability as a result of em-

bracing the latest office-space management theories.
However, many of the solutions highlighted show organi-
zations that have been able to substantially redesign their
office space or even commission new buildings. There are

few published examples of transformations where the con-

straints of budget, space, or time have made extensive

physical changes impossible.

However, the current economic climate severely constrains

the resources that are available to invest in new space and/
or expensive office furniture. ln addition, case studies gen-
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erally highlight spaces occupied by high-status, self-direct-
ed individuals rather than concentrating on the vast major-

ity of modern-day office workers, who are over-managed

and over-monitored. Consequently, law offices, advertis-
ing agencies, business consultancies, and the like receive

the most attention from interior design journalists. Far less

frequently do we see a design spotlight on low-status, pro-

cess-driven 'hives,' which seem instead to be a testbed for
reinvented management workplace philosophies.

Office Design: History, Trends, and Theory

At the start of the 20th century, offices began to be influenced

by the industrial studies of F.W. Taylor, an American mechani-

cal engineer who sought to improve industrial efficiency. Tay-

lor studied the principles of steel production and found that
productivity could be greatly increased by splitting skilled and

complex jobs into several simplified, repetitive tasks. When

applied to the office environment, Taylorist methods saw high-

status, complex clerical jobs broken down into simpler indi-

vidual tasks that were carried out by lower-status, lower-paid

workers. Dividing up a job into simple components meant that
a clerical role could be assembled along factory lines. Thus,

economies of scale became available by locating large num-

bers of workers into one large, open area, where they could be

more easily supervised. Managerial and specialist workers de-

manded quieter, cellular space-both to emphasize their own

status and to allow them to think without distraction'

These differences in workspace status became increasingly

entrenched over the course of the 20th century and remain

embedded in our workplace culture today. As a result,

these workers who find themselves in high-turnover, low-

skill, poorly regarded jobs tend to be treated as a homog-
enous whole. They are put to work in highly controlled,
low-design environments where psychological comfort and

well being are subservient to the organization's overriding
goal of profit maximization.

The principle of cleanliness is intrinsic to lean-space man-

agement. The clean desk policy, by which nothing but items

essential to the job at hand are permitted on the desk, is
commonly enforced. Comforting items, such as food and

hot drinks, are generally forbidden, as are personal effects
like child.ren's drawings, photographs, plants, and art.
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An Alternative Approach

ls lean-space management really the best way to organize
workspaces? Psychologists might argue that a lean, un_en_
riched space might cause problems for people just as they
do with other animals. lf bears, rats, or even cockroaches
are placed in situations devoid of stimuli, they start to ex_
hibit strange behaviors and show signs of stress. A growing
body of evidence suggests that discomfort and illness in
the workplace have more to do with psychological disquiet
than with any shortcomings of the pirysical environment,
such as lighting, temperature, and humidity.

Dr. Craig Knight, the principal Researcher and Managing
Director of Prism (psychological Research into ldentity anJ
Space Management)-a research_based consultancy based
at the University of Exeter-conducted a survey among
office workers and carried out a number of experimentl
to discover how design and space management affected
comfort, well-being, and productivity. An tnline question_
naire was completed by nearly 300 American and British
office workers from four companies. The participants were
all volunteers. They represented a broad demographic, be_
ing both male and female aged 1g to 70 and in a wide
variety of white-collar occupations, from junior to senior
positions. A second questionnaire was completed by more
than 1,600 people, who followed a link from an online BBC
News article about the management of office space.

Both questionnaires related to the physical aspects of the
participants' working environment. They examined workers,
sense of identification with their employers and colleagues
and explored their feelings of job satisfaction. Once the
data had been collected and analyzed, a series of statistical
relationships was tested. lt resulted in the development of
a model, which showed a direct correlation between em_
ployees' levels of control over-and autonomy within_their
workspace and their feelings of psychological comfort.

"The studies' findings squarely challenge modern methods
of space management.,,said Dr. Knight. ,,ln particular, they
confront head-on the idea that employees'perform more
productively in a lean space, where displays of personally
or socially meaningful artifacts are forbidden.,,

Dr. Knight also conducted a series of office_based experi_
ments. Participants were randomly assigned to four experi_
mental conditions: a lean office; an office enriched with
plants and art; an office where participants enriched their
own space with plants and art; and an office where workers
were disempowered by the experimenter, who overrode
their choices of plants and art. participants were given a
program of typical office tasks to complete including sort_
ing,. understanding and acting upon information, proof_
reading, and task allocation. The tasks were designed to
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test speed, comprehension, and accuracy in the processing 
\
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and management of information. Organizational citizen_
ship (how altruistic people are toward colleagues and their
employer) was also tested. After the exercises, the partici-
pants were asked to complete a questionnaire.

"While it is impossible to say that we catered to every con_
ceivable workplace, we were quite thorough,,, saia Or.
Knight. "lt may well be the case, that in some instances, a
lean space is the best solution for a company,s requirements.
But in my four years of intensive research and scientific study,
we did not find one instance in which a lean solution provided
anything other than the worst-case scenario.,.

The research also suggested that even considerate_and
potentially expensive-office design is, on its own, insuf_
ficient to fully engage workers. Managerially imposed de_
sign, which enriched the working environment, resulted in
productivity increases of more than 15 percent when com_
pared to a lean space. This is quite an improvement. But it
is markedly less than the gains achieved by office workers
who were empowered to develop their own space.

"Given that we spend so much of our lives in the office, it
is vital that we get the balance between control and em_
powerment right,', Dr. Knight continued. ,,Enabling 

work_
ers to determine the look and feel of their environment
may make a significant contribution to improved business l

profitability, as well as employee loyalty and well_being.,.

The simple approach of involving office workers in the de_
sign of their own surroundings has been seen to deliver the .l
best levels of organizational identification, citizenship, well_ ,

being, and productivity. Business managers would be well_ ,

advised to factor in these findings when organizing work_
spaces and recruiting employees to help with desiln. The :

good news is that, it,s relatively simple to unlock ".ploy"" ,potential. You just need to engage with them. qg. :

Kenneth Freeman is lnternational Technical Director for
Ambius (www.ambius.com), the premier creator of ambi- ,

ence for businesses, which enriches the work experi"n." l

and enables people to thrive. An expert in interior land_ ,

scaping, Freeman has been directly involved in all aspects
of research into the benefits of interior plants as well as the .

development of horticultural best practice. He has devel_
oped a wide range of education and training programs and ;

is the author of continuing education projr.rn, for archi_ I

tects as part of the Royal lnstitute of British Architects Con_ ,

tinuing Professional Development Core Curriculum and in :

the United States as part of the American lnstitute of Archi_ ,

tects Continuing Education System. He is based in Loncion, ,

England. Freeman can be reached at: kenneth.freeman@ r

ambius.com.
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