
Designing Workplace Environments for Well-being: Why Bother? 
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The workplace forms a significant part of a working individual’s life.  An employed individual will 

spend between a quarter and a third of his or her waking life at the workplace.  With the amount of 

time spent in buildings, the physical conditions in the workplace are important determinants of 

satisfaction, comfort, well-being and effectiveness, and can even play a role in mental health.  Poor 

design can result in problems which can reduce the effectiveness of task performance (e.g., the lack 

of privacy and noisy disruption in open-plan offices) and cost the organisation more in the long run.  

The main objective of the study was to identify design principles which could contribute to the 

development of an office design framework to enhance the wellbeing of its occupants.  The basic 

principle followed was to take the best of the Eastern design philosophies (as represented by feng 

shui) and the Western design philosophies (as represented by Environmental Social Science) and 

adapt it to the African context.  A qualitative approach was followed and twenty-five in-depth 

interviews were conducted with a non-probability judgement sample of people who had worked in 

an office environment in Gauteng, representing various cultural groups, ages and genders.  A 

vignette of the results is provided in this paper.  People are more similar than they are different - the 

needs of various groupings overlapped by between 75-80%.  People will also always select to 

position themselves in a space according to similar principles, namely to be in a position to observe 

and control the environment. 
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1. Background  

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The workplace forms a significant part of a working individual’s life.  An employed individual will 

spend between a quarter and a third of his or her waking life at the workplace.  An estimated 40 

percent of those in South Africa who are employed full-time work in offices (All Media and 

Product Survey [AMPS], 2010).  With the amount of time spent in buildings, the physical 

conditions in the workplace are important determinants of satisfaction, comfort, well-being and 

effectiveness, and can even play a role in mental health.  The physical environment in offices 

should therefore be carefully planned, designed and managed (Charles, Danforth, Veitch, 

Zwierzchowski, Johnson & Pero, 2004).  Evans and McCoy (1998) are of the opinion that 

“(b)uilding design has the potential to cause stress and eventually affect human health” (Evans & 

McCoy, 1998, page 92).   

 

The possible impact and importance of the workplace are illustrated by the following: 

 

 Campbell, Converse and Rogers (1976): A quarter to a fifth of the variation in adult life 

satisfaction can be accounted for by satisfaction with work. 

 Judge and Watanabe (1993); Spector (1997): Measures of job satisfaction correlate in the range 

of 0.50 and 0.60 with measures of life satisfaction. 

 Kohn and Schooler (1982): The nature of work such as routinisation, supervision and 

complexity has been linked causally to an individual’s sense of control and depression. 

 Murray and Lopez (1996): Depression plays a major role in the reduction of productive years. 

 

Contact with aesthetically pleasing environments can increase well-being (Galindo and Rodriguez, 

2000).  Kopec (2006, page 243) reports on research demonstrating that people in general are more 

comfortable in decorated interior spaces while employees in work spaces with little or no 

architectural detail feel deprived, have feelings of embarrassment, loss of prestige, and 

vulnerability.  They compensate with behaviours ranging from social withdrawal to quitting.  

McCoy (2002) also indicated that aesthetics, privacy, furniture, communication, temperature control 

and lighting were related to job performance, quality communication and job satisfaction.   

 

Although there are indications that the physical environment can influence inhabitants, according to 

Charles et al.  (2004) organisations still view costs associated with the physical office as a cost that 

needs to be minimised.  Physical office costs are direct costs which have an impact on the bottom-

line and make the organisation appear less profitable in the short term.  This view, however, is 

short-sighted as staff costs are much higher than the initial expense (Charles et al., 2004).  It is 

estimated that only eight percent of the total costs of the office environment can be attributed to the 

physical environment; the remaining 92 percent are attributed to employee cost (Brill et al., 2002).   

 

Some business outcomes are difficult to quantify, for example the value of satisfying customers, 

and it is even more difficult to pinpoint the effectiveness of a strategy such as an alternative, 

innovative office design (Charles et al., 2004).  Charles et al.  (2004) maintain that poor design can 

result in problems which can reduce the effectiveness of task performance (e.g., the lack of privacy 

and noisy disruption in open-plan offices) and cost the organisation more in the long run.  Any 

office design which does not optimise comfort and well-being can also result in increased staff 

turnover and absenteeism (Charles et al., 2004).     

 

Workplace design becomes successful when there is a fit between the organisation and the working 

environment (Obata, 1987).  Aesthetics are important in the sense that it has to support the values 
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and mission of the organisation and has to be rooted in practical needs.  Aesthetics should never be 

the overriding aspect, but need to grow from the surroundings, the organisational culture and 

company history.  Aesthetics and efficiency are not mutually exclusive and should be used in 

conjunction to create beneficial environments for people (Obata, 1987).     

 

This study lies in the field of Design Psychology.  In Design Psychology the users or inhabitants are 

very important and are at the centre of design (Israel, 2003).  According to Israel (2003) architecture 

has to speak to all our human needs and challenge us to assimilate and adapt to new forms in such a 

way that it does not overwhelm or diminish us.  It is important to note that a reciprocal relationship 

exists between humans and their physical environments, and that humans and the environment 

affect each other (Habib, 2008).  The main purpose of Environmental Behavioural Science (of 

which Design Psychology forms part) “is to improve quality of life and create better places for 

people” (Habib, 2008, page 6).   

 

1.2 The historical development of office buildings 

 

The first “offices” were places where lawyers, brokers, bakers etc.conducted their business (Pile, 

1976); sometimes merely a room in a house (Christiansson & Eiserman, 1998) or a shop or tavern 

corner (Logan, 1961).  The development of office space is influenced by developments and 

technological advances.  For example, before electricity and the light bulb were invented, early 

buildings were limited in width because of limitations with visibility - further than 16 feet from a 

window resulted in inadequate light (Hill, 1893 as cited in Sundstrom & Sundstrom, 1986).  The 

invention of the light bulb had the result that wider office buildings could be erected and the 

invention of the steel frame led to the erection of high-rise buildings.  Technological advances such 

as the launching of Microsoft Office in 1989, Windows 3.0 in 1990 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft) and broadband revolutionized the world of the office 

worker and the world in general.  Making computers easy to use and more accessible (combined 

with decreasing cost), opened up endless new possibilities as described by Duffy in various 

publications such as his book The New Office (Duffy, 1997).  Office space could now evolve from 

territorial to non-territorial (Wallace, 2000). 

 

Office buildings often included detailed architectural work such as beautiful wooden wall panels, 

shiny brass interior details and full cut-glass doors (Bodin Danielsson, 2010), partly because it was 

believed that attractive buildings resulted in better work (Sundstrom & Sundstrom, 1986).  The 

architectural efforts of buildings in the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s, were put into “common spaces such as 

the entrance halls, the conference rooms and the dining rooms; whereas much was left with the 

regard to the design of the individual cell-offices” (Bodin Danielsson, 2010, page 15).  As early as 

1921, Diemer (1921, as cited in Sundstrom & Sundstrom, 1986) mentioned that a building should 

have a pleasing appearance for psychological reasons.    

 

Office space and planning have evolved over the years with different designs being seen as the ideal 

or most practical.  According to Duffy (2007) the development of the office in the 20
th

 century can 

be divided into the Taylorist era of Scientific Management where centralized measurement and 

top-down control were key aspects of management.  The physical design emphasized hierarchies in 

the organization and highly standardized open-plan offices facilitated supervision.  The first major 

deviation was the Bürolandschaft movement of open-plan office design from North Europe, 

followed by the Social Democratic office in the 1970’s.  Bürolandschaft was developed in Germany 

during the late 1950’s and early 60’s and means “office landscape” (Walker, 1992).  The soft lines 

of a landscape were simulated, reinforced by the ample use of potted plants - in contrast with the 

standardised, harsh lines of the open-plan office of the period.  Departments and furniture were also 

organised according to workflow (in contrast to hierarchies or seniority).  The Social Democratic 

office allowed all workers access to an individual office, assigned according to democratic 
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principles.  These offices were the same size, with views, natural light and ventilation as well as 

ergonomically designed furniture (Duffy, 2007).  The next major development was the networked 

office which was a result of the development of the desktop computer and subsequent developments 

which allowed for increased mobility and non-territoriality Duffy (2007). 

 

1.3 The New Office 

 

Technology makes it possible for a dispersed workforce to connect and home-based work serves as 

field locations with workers becoming “periodic office residents” (Brill et al., 2002, page 6).  

Technology is “(a)n enabler of best work done anywhere, anytime” (Brill et al., 2002, page 6) 

supporting mobility.   

 

Wallace (2000) describes the four driving forces behind the new office design: 

 

1. Less time is spent working individually and more in teams.  Private workspace is therefore 

getting smaller and more group areas are needed. 

2. Working out of the office or telecommuting is increasing. 

3. New communications technology allows for greater and faster changes. 

4. Businesses are changing their philosophical models. 

 

New officing
1

 has three basic strategies, namely radical redesign, work-from-anywhere, and 

hotelling (Brill et al., 2002). 

 

a. Radical redesign  

 

This involves the discarding of old workplace standards and the development of new 

standards based on the analysis of the business and work processes.  The redesign support 1) 

organisational transformation, 2) changing work processes and practices, 3) increased 

emphasis on effective group work, 4) continuous learning, and 5) increasing the 

performance and satisfaction of individuals (Brill et al., 2002, page 7). 

 

b. Work-from-anywhere 

 

Employees are able to work from home, at clients’ sites, satellite work sites or virtual work 

at airports and from hotel rooms.  This reduces the need for office space substantially. 

 

c. Hotelling  

 

The office is still the base but people who are generally out of the office 60 percent of their 

time or longer, share non-dedicated space which can be reserved.  The workspace is the 

same size and quality as permanent offices but ‘(s)ince no hoteller “owns” a workspace, 

materials are stored elsewhere’ (Brill et al., 2002, page 9). 

 

Jaunzens (1997, page 1) summarises the differences between the conventional and new ways of 

working which are presented in Table 1. 

 

  

                                                           
1
 A collective term used to describe the various evolving workspaces (in contrast with the traditional “office” concept). 
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Table 1.  Conventional versus new ways of working  
 

 Conventional New 

Patterns of work 

 

 routine 

 individual tasks 

 isolated 

 9 to 5 

 creative 

 group, project work 

 interactive 

 extended 

Occupancy 

 

 own desk/office 

 low utilisation 

 low density 

 shared as needed 

 high utilisation 

 high density 

Settings  status based 

 single setting 

 task based 

 multiple/varied settings 

 

The Virtual Office 

 

Duffy (as described in many of his publications, for example Duffy, 2007: Justifying Place in a 

Virtual World) is a great proponent of the virtual office.  Businesses operate seamlessly from 

multiple locations maintaining open-ended contacts.  Professionals, for example do not only work 

in their offices, but also “socially in restaurants, coffee house and even on busy streets – much as 

cities operated in the 18
th

 century.… As work spills out into the street, into homes, and airport 

lounges, the networked office transcends individual office buildings” (Duffy, 2007, page 130).  

Duffy is of the opinion that in two decades it would be difficult to understand the concept of a 

conventional 20
th

 century office building (Duffy, 2007).   

 

The new workplace changes result in offices getting smaller, employees having less privacy, and 

more visual and aural distractions (Wallace, 2000).  The privacy and distraction issues are in direct 

contrast with the workplace qualities identified in the extensive study undertook by BOSTI and 

described below (Brill et al., 2002).     

 

1.4 Required workplace qualities 

 

Based on six year’s (1994-2000) of research, including roughly 13 000 people in 40 business units 

Brill et al.  (2002) identified the workplace qualities with the strongest influence on job satisfaction 

(ranked) (Brill et al., 2002, page 19): 

 

 ‘Ability to do distraction-free solo work 

 Support for impromptu interactions (both in one’s workspace and elsewhere) 

 Support for meetings and undistracted group work 

 Workspace comfort, ergonomics and enough space for work tools 

 Workspace supports side-by-side work and “dropping in to chat” 

 Located near or can easily find co-workers 

 Workplace has good places for breaks 

 Access to needed technology 

 Quality lighting and access to daylight 

 Temperature control and air quality’. 

 

Brill et al.  (2002) estimate that improvements to address these workplace qualities, could yield at 

least a three percent improvement in individual performance and team performance and the 

influence of workspace improvements on job satisfaction can be felt in improved recruitment and 

retention (Brill et al, 2002). 
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Brill et al., (2002) propose three office space design strategies to increase productivity and 

satisfaction by reducing distractions: 

 

 Segregate individual workspaces from public and circulation spaces. 

 Enclose each workgroup within sound-isolating walls, but provide the group with open office 

workspaces. 

 Provide ceiling-high walls and doors for each individual. 

 

An example of a layout taking the strategies above into consideration is presented in Figure 1 (Brill 

et al., 2002, page 34). 

 

Figure 1.  Main Street Plan 
 

 
 

The New Office controversy 

 

Based on nine case studies, Bjerrum and Bødker (2003) concluded that knowledge sharing and 

learning are terms often connected with the new office, but are often counterproductive to this 

purpose: “It lacks places to dwell and return to, places to meet coincidentally, share artefacts and 

possibilities of leaving traces of current and past activities” (Bjerrum & Bødker, 2003, page 199).  

They attribute the problems to 1) problematic architecture, 2) insufficient technological solutions, 3) 

insufficient design processes, 4) actual needs of people in the organization are rarely considered, 

and 5) users are rarely involved in the design processes.  Wallace (2000) provides an example of an 

early attempt in 1994 for the New Office by the Chiat/Day advertising agency.  An attempt to go 

paperless resulted in employees stashing files in the boots of their cars – regularly running out to 

retrieve them.  Each day also started with a race to check out a laptop, a phone and a new place to 

sit as no-one was allowed to nest (sitting in the same place twice).   
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Design sometimes prevents learning instead of supporting it (Bjerrum & Bødker, 2003): 

 

1. Focus on anonymous aesthetics. 

2. Lack of corporate and personal identity in new office buildings. 

3. Open spaces all the way through. 

4. House rules such as clean desks, not allowing employees to personalize space, for example 

with photos and artwork. 

5. Lack of concern for actual work and different needs. 

6. Lack of mobile or movable technology. 

7. Lack of concern for processes of design and implementation. 

 

The so called New Office is not always effective: ‘“anything anywhere” often becomes “nothing, 

nowhere”’ (Bjerrum and Bødker, 2003, page 216) and in some instances the New Office does not 

support Design Psychology principles as illustrated in Table 2.  Actually the so-called New Office 

movement is moving back to the original offices in taverns and corner shops.  Bjerrum and Bødker 

(2003, pages 215-217) are of the opinion that learning and communication are inhibited and the new 

office “leads to conformity and anonymity rather than co-operation and creativity”.   

 

Table 2.  Comparison of New Office design (Allen et al., 2004*) & Design Psychology principles 
 

Workplace principles as set out 

in the DEGW project* 
Comments from a Design Psychology perspective 

 Space allocated by individual 

and not status 

 Against human need for status markers: status markers 

suited to rank and occupation should be provided.  

People use clues such as status markers to make sense of 

their environment and interpret it. 

 No storage on desk/clear work 

space 

 Clutter is discouraged, but not being able to customise 

and personalise can result in a lack of sense of place or 

belonging. 

 Reduce storage practices 

 Minimal personal storage and 

more grouped, project or team 

storage 

 Given that proper alternatives exist such as a paperless 

environment.In other words, the environment must 

support task requirements. 

 

 Allocation of space for desks 

is reduced 

 Higher proportion of shared 

support space/emphasis on 

sharing and not owning 

facilities 

 As long as (as mentioned earlier) the space saved on 

individual offices is not used for extra communal areas. 

 Consider boundaries (defensible space). 

 Personalisation would be difficult, which is important in 

creating a sense of belonging. 

 Desks/office shared for use, 

not owned 

 Increased utilisation of 

workspace 

 Range of alternative work 

settings 

 Consider boundaries (defensible space). 

 Personalisation would be difficult, which is important in 

creating a sense of belonging. 

 Generic solutions should be avoided; design and 

furnishing should support job requirements. 

 Employees empowered to 

work cross locations/ 

exploitation of new 

technologies 

 Social interaction at work is an important factor in job 

satisfaction and one can expect less cohesive work 

relationships. 

 New technologies provide alternatives, addressing 

individual needs. 
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The telecommuting backlash 

 

In February 2013 Marissa Mayer, the President and CEO of Yahoo! took the very bold step of 

banning all work from home as from June 2013 (including employees who work a day or two from 

home), causing uproar amongst employees.This also sparked a debate about telecommuting, 

working from home and the work anywhere anytime principle; some speculating that it could be the 

beginning of the end of telecommuting
2
.  To make the workplace as attractive as possible Mayer 

instituted free lunches at the company headquarters and started giving out Smartphones to 

employees: 'I want Yahoo to be the absolute best place to work, to have a fantastic culture.We're 

working really hard right now to remind people about all the opportunities that are there' 

(http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2283155/Marissa-Mayer-tells-Yahoo-employees-work-

home-to-office---tech-companies-follow-suit.html).   

 

Anonymous sources (some ex Yahoo! employees) now claim that Ms Mayer checked the logs of 

Yahoo's Virtual Private Network to find out how often remote employees checked in and 

discovered that some Yahoo telecommuters didn't log in often enough 

(http://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/2013/03/06/report-vpn-yahoo-mayer/1967957/; and 

http://www.businessinsider.com/ex-yahoos-confess-marissa-mayer-is-right-to-ban-working-from-

home-2013-2). 

 

Whether Ms Mayer’s bold act started a trend or whether this is pure co-incidence, but Best Buy 

CEO Hubert Joly made a similar decision in March 2013 

(http://www.bizjournals.com/twincities/news/2012/11/13/best-buy-ceo-joly-plans-for-grwoth.html? 

page =all).  Best Buy, like Yahoo! was struggling to stay competitive and in need of a turnaround 

strategy. 

 

1.5 Needs in the physical office environment 

 

In the words of Lidwell et al.  (2003, page 106) “(i)n order for a design to be successful it must 

meet people’s basic needs before it can attempt to satisfy higher-level needs” – e.g., it must function 

before a higher-level need such as creativity can be addressed.  A good design will progress and 

build on the lower levels of the hierarchy first: “(g)ood design follows the hierarchy of needs 

principle, poor designs may attempt to meet needs from the various levels without building on the 

lower levels of the hierarchy first” (Lidwell et al., 2003, page 106).   

 

Buildings not only need to meet our basic need for shelter and security as well as psychological and 

social growth, but ideally should also satisfy our aesthetic needs.  Israel (2003, page 115) reports 

that Maslow was of the opinion that some people have more of an aesthetic need and “they literally 

become sick when surrounded by ugliness and become well when their environment is beautiful”.  

To complicate the matter, beauty not only lies in the eye of the beholder, it also exists within a 

social and cultural context (Israel, 2003).  Beauty and its philosophy is the subject of many books.  

For example the well-known philosopher and semiotician, Umberto Eco, wrote a number of books 

on the subject: The Aesthetics of Chaosmos: The Middle Ages of James Joyce, 1989; The Aesthetics 

of Thomas Aquinas, 1988; Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, 2002; On Beauty: A History of a 

Western Idea, 2004, and History of Beauty, 2004; On Ugliness, 2007.  Israel’s (2003) ideal socio-

physical environment hierarchy of needs is presented in Figure 2. 

 

                                                           
2 See for example http://www.forbes.com/sites/cywakeman/2013/03/07/is-yahoo-right-to-ban-working-from-home/, http://articles.marketwatch.com/2013-03-

04/commentary/37419889_1_marissa-mayer-yahoo-ceo-full-time-telecommuters, http://www.marketwatch.com/story/yahoos-work-in-office-move-risky-but-

necessary-2013-02-25,http://technorati.com/business/article/with-telecommuting-ban-mayer-dulls-yahoos/; http://www.businessmanagementdaily.com/35026/ 

after-yahoo- and-best-buy-bans-whats-the-real-deal-on-flex 
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Figure 2.  Ideal socio-physical environment: Functions to address (Israel, 2003, page 182) 
 

 
 

It is important to note that “buildings that are good for people” are not static and that “(o)ne-size-

fits-all isn’t good design practice (Wallace, 2000, par., 23, Caveat Emptor).  There is continuous 

research regarding Sick Building Syndrome and Ergonomics, with recurrent results requiring 

flexibility and adaptability in design.  Apart from new research information that needs to be 

incorporated into design, beauty is not only highly subjective but also depends on trends, culture 

and personal experience (Bourassa, 1990).  According to Kopec (2006) both utilization needs and 

aesthetic qualities need to be taken into consideration in design.  He provides an example that 

furniture can contribute to the overall décor and at the same time create the illusion of space.  But, 

“if the furnishings are not suitable for the intended users then the environment has failed its 

primary purpose of supporting human habitation” (Kopec, 2006, page 59) – “(p)lanners and 

designers should create environments that are both pleasurable and functional” (Kopec, 2006, page 

85).  He continues in stating that the average person is motivated by convenience and functionality 

while the designer is motivated by an artistic nature, and therefore the incongruity can lead to 

conflict (Kopec, 2006).  Apart from this, the average person prefers symmetry because of the 

appearance of balance, whereas designers tend to prefer asymmetry because of the artistry (Kopec, 

2006). 

 

Complicating the issue is the number of stakeholders involved in using and producing buildings 

(Canter, 1974).  According to Canter the following stakeholders are involved and often have 

conflicting or incompatible needs: 

 

 Financing companies (concerned with economics). 

 Developers (concerned with ease of letting and saving money). 

 Managing agents (concerned with ease of administration and security). 

 Local authorities (concerned with rules and regulations). 

 Users of a building (such as employees and visitors). 

 Passers-by. 

 

The occupants are the true end users of office buildings (Pinder, Price, Wilkinson and Demack, 

2003).  Research shows that although employees who participate in design decisions have higher 

job satisfaction and satisfaction with their environment, only managers and supervisors usually 

participate in design decisions with fewer than five participating employees (Israel, 2003). 

 

  

Growth

Setting provides stimulus for growth  e.g. new computer 

technology

Pleasure

Pleasure/gratification achieved from the aesthetics  of environment 
including  looks, sounds, smells and feels

Social Contact

Arrangement of facilities and spaces that permit/promote social 
interaction e.g.  Office mail boxes  where people accidentally meet 

community  

Symbolic Identification

Messages sent by settings which tell someone what a person, group 
or organisation is like, e.g. things a person exhibits in his/her office  

Task Instrumentality

The layout/facilities appropriate for carrying out tasks within the 
setting

Shelter and Security

Setting is physically safe and protected
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1.6 Some underlying design principles 

 

Primary purpose 

 

One of the pillars of design is the “primary purpose”.  Any space is (or should be) designed with the 

primary purpose in mind.    According to Smith and Stewart (2006) every analysis and design is 

based on the Primary Purpose of a space and the goal is to make first impressions consistent with 

the purpose of the space.  If this fails, the environment becomes unfocused.  The Primary Purpose 

is applicable on two levels, namely the building itself as well as each individual room or area, and is 

always related to the required or desired energy in a space.   

 

Harmony and balance 

 

By applying appropriate design principles the number of stressful details should be reduced to 

allow inhabitants to be calmer and happier (Smith & Stewart, 2006) by creating a harmonious 

atmosphere.  Harmony with regards to the environment is of vital importance for health (Too, 1997 

and Lupone, 1999).  A sense of harmony and balance can be created through the placement of 

objects and furnishings (Bohland, 1999).Also, by balancing colours and textures with interesting 

materials, finishes, and fabrics a space can create a more inviting feeling.  Similarity and uniform 

connectedness enhance the perception of harmony and balance: “(e)lements that are similar are 

perceived to be more related than elements that are dissimilar” (Lidwell et al., 2003).  Lack of 

similarity results in the perception of differences.  Symmetry is the most basic and enduring aspect 

of beauty conveying balance, harmony and stability (Lidwell et al., 2003). 

 

Location: The neighbourhood 

 

An unfavourable location would be typified for example, by vandalised buildings, a rundown 

neighbourhood and an area with no vegetation or where vegetation does not thrive.  People employ 

natural elements to make them feel more secure in their environment.  Nasar (1990) states that 

desirable city districts have features related to naturalness, good upkeep, orderly appearance, 

openness and historical or social significance.  These all influence consumers’ willingness to do 

business in the area (Bell, 1999).In short (Dutton, 2003) 1) humans prefer savannahs with water; 2) 

a variety of open and wooded space (providing private places); 3) trees that fork near the ground 

(providing escape possibilities) with fruiting potential a metre or two from the ground; 4) vistas that 

recede in the distance (including a path or river that bends out of view inviting exploration); 5) the 

direct presence or implication of game; and 6) variegated cloud patterns.  The selection of a location 

can also be explained by the prospect-refuge theory.  This theory proposes that people feel most 

comfortable in an environment where, while they can survey their surroundings, they have an area 

where they could quickly retreat and hide if necessary (Lidwell et al., 2003, page 156).  “Prospect-

refuge theory postulates that, because the ability to see without being seen is an intermediate step in 

the satisfaction of many of those [biological] needs, the capacity of an environment to ensure the 

achievement of this becomes a more immediate source of aesthetic satisfaction” (Appleton, 1975b, 

page 73). 

 

According to Kopec (2006) the preference for areas near safety, with visual access to open space, 

help to explain why properties near parks and beaches are highly valued and why the ability to open 

and close doors and windows is important in primary and secondary spaces.  Natural landscaping 

and green spaces provide psychological benefits and positive functionality (Kopec, 2006).  Kopec 

(2006, page 305) states that if “designers add suitable seating areas and shady trees, they have a 

template for designing plazas and urban parks”.  Lidwell et al.  (2010) describes the Biophilia 

effect - views of nature and imagery reduce stress and enhance focus and concentration. 
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2. Method 

 

2.1 The research problem 

 

Well-being in the workplace depend on a variety of aspects.  These would include variables of an 

individual nature (e.g., values, health, coping mechanisms), organisational nature (e.g., personnel 

policies, job design, physical layout), organisational behaviour and processes (e.g., leadership, 

communication systems, group relations and processes), and personal outputs (e.g., clarity of role 

and objectives, feelings of personal growth and efficiency, intrinsic and extrinsic satisfaction) 

(Berg, 2006).  All these factors function within the micro and macro environments, for example 

family, social groups, the market, the economy, technology, political milieu (Berg, 2006).  Within 

the complexity of all these variables and the interaction between them, the individual subjectively 

assesses her/his well-being, involving emotional, psychological and social components (May, 

2006).   

 

Within this complicated interactive system, the physical office environment is one of the variables 

which can have a possible influence on the individual’s subjective assessment of her/his well-being.  

Currently, scant (if any) reference is made to well-being models regarding the physical 

environment.   

 

2.2 Research question and objectives  

 

The overall objective is to develop an inter-cultural design framework to enhance the well-being of 

office workers.  The research question is which of the design principles could achieve this 

enhancement?  

 

2.3 Overview of methodology  

 

A qualitative approach was followed.  The information gathering process was divided into four 

phases.   

 

2.3.1 PHASE 1: Literature review 

 

An intensive literature review, the theoretical concepts and concepts in previous studies were 

identified.  This was done from both the Environmental Social Science perspective and the Eastern 

design philosophy of feng shui.   

 

2.3.2 PHASE 2: Identification of concepts to be tested in the in-depth interviews 

 

Based on the literature review, the Environmental Social Science results and the Eastern design 

philosophy of feng shui were compared.  Concepts were included in the in-depth interviews where 

there was either a contradiction between the two perspectives, or where results were not confirmed 

by both perspectives. 

 

Interviewing schedule 

 

The instrument was developed based on the literature study in chapters three and four as well as two 

initial interviews.  Initially the plan was to have an open ended in-depth discussion asking for 

examples of what people liked and disliked with regards to design and layout aspects in their office 

environment.  This approach was piloted with two initial interviewees but it was decided to change 

the approach to one where specific concepts and probes were included.   
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In designing the interviewing schedule a comparison was made between feng shui elements and 

environmental social research.  Based on this a questionnaire was designed following the process 

described below: 

 

 Elements which were supported in both feng shui and environmental social research were 

not considered for inclusion in the interviewing schedule. 

 Feng shui elements which were not supported in environmental social research were 

included in the interviewing schedule. 

 Philosophical principles and elements not addressed in environmental social research were 

included in the interviewing schedule. 

 Elements which are based on esoterical principles (e.g., the Bagua) were not considered for 

inclusion. 

 

2.3.3 PHASE 3: Testing and analysis of concepts  

 

Interviewing methodology and sampling 

 

Twenty-five in-depth interviews were conducted with a non-probability judgement sample of 

people who had worked in an office environment in Gauteng.  With a judgement sample the 

researcher did not attempt to sample a cross-section of respondents, but rather to identify those who 

could offer a perspective on the research question (Loubser, 1996; Nel, Rädel & Loubser, 1988). 

 

Analysis 

 

The constant comparative method of analysis was used.  This method of analysing qualitative 

research combines inductive category coding with simultaneous comparison of all units of meaning 

obtained (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).“As each new unit of meaning is selected for analysis, it is 

compared to all other units of meaning and subsequently grouped (categorised and coded) with 

similar units of meaning.  If there are no similar units of meaning, a new category is formed” 

(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, page 134).   

 

The analytical methodology used in this study was content analysis.  Qualitative content analysis 

can be defined as “a research method for the subjective interpretation of content of text data 

through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh 

& Shannon, 2005, page 1278).  In content analysis a consistent set of codes are used to designate 

information with similar content.  One would typically count the frequencies of the codes to get a 

sense of the information gathered (Morgan, 1993).   

 

2.3.4 PHASE 4: Integration of literature and results of interviews 

 

In this phase the literature based on feng shui principles, Environmental Social Science and the 

results from the in-depth interviews were integrated and discussed.   

 

3. Results and discussion 

 

The study of the field of the physical environment/Environmental Psychology is complicated by the 

multitude of factors which could play a role.  The effect of the physical environment is inter alia 

influenced by perceptions, beliefs, preferences, experiences, personality (Kopec, 2006), mental 

models and the socio-cultural environment.  To complicate matters further, it is not easy to measure 

or evaluate the physical environment.Israel (2003, page 161) calls it the “unlabelled experience of 

place that resonates as poetry without words”.This in itself creates a challenge to operationalize and 

measure.   
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Some 105 overarching concepts were studied of which 53 design aspects were explored in the in-

depth interviews.Of these 53 designs (excluding the two concepts which were misinterpreted), there 

was group consensus on 37 concepts and 3 concepts with the same top preferences, although the 

order between groups differed.  In total, there was consensus between the various demographic 

groups on three-quarters of the concepts.  The results and discussion below is a mere vignette of 

selected design aspects, based on a combination of the results of the literature study (incorporating 

both Eastern and Western design principles) and the in-depth interviews. 

 

Only a fifth of elements indicated a difference in perceptions between different demographic 

groups.  Where differences occurred, it was mostly White/Coloured, male and older participants 

differing from other groups.  White/Coloured and male participants differed on 13 concepts each, 

and older participants on 11 concepts from other groups.  White/Coloured and older participants 

were more concerned about reducing noise, minimising distractions, securing privacy and personal 

space.  Female and older participants were more concerned about safety.  Due to the limitation in 

length the difference between groups will not be discussed in detail. 

 

3.1 Commanding position 

 

Being in the commanding position in a space is one of the most important principles in making the 

occupant of a space feel comfortable.  The characteristic principles of the commanding position are: 

 

 Out of the direct line of the door where people can see the occupant. 

 Full view of the room and door. 

 Further from the door. 

 Back positioned towards the wall, i.e., a strong support behind the occupant. 

 

To evaluate these principles a number of scenarios were presented to the respondents.  A selection 

of these is presented below. 

 

Commanding position principle 1: Out of the direct line of the door where people can see the 

occupant 
 

The majority (n=19) of all groups agreed that sitting in line with the office door was not conducive 

to productivity, mainly because it would be distractive. 

 

Table 3.  Commanding principle 1: Sitting in line with door 

 

 n  

Agree 19  “I used to sit in front of an office door and I can tell you, it’s not 

conducive and then there’s also a negative point about it, is that your 

office door in front of you is always door, you tend to hear the 

conversation that everyone’s having ...You are easily disturbed, you 

know.” (c, f, o
3
) 

Disagree 4  

No comment 2  

 

  

                                                           
3
 C=coloured, b=black, w=white; f=female, m=male; y=<35 years, o=35+ 
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Table 4.  Commanding principle 1: Looking into a corridor or seeing the stairs, storage 

rooms, closets, elevators, escalators or toilets is not conducive to work performance 

 

 n  

Agree 22  “I would agree.  Takes your mind off work, you will always focus on 

what is happening outside.” (w, m, o) 

 “Very distractive, can’t be productive as people roaming around, 

you’ll be curious to look.” (b, f, y) 

Disagree 0  

Depends on 

personality 

1  “Possibly, if the person is easily distracted; if you’re a person that 

cannot focus ...then that could be a problem.  But if it’s a person who 

is able to focus and block out the surroundings ...then it’s fine.” (c, f, 

o) 

No comment 2  

 

Commanding position principles 2 and 3: Full view of the room and door and further from 

the door 

 

The majority (n=18) of all groups agreed that sitting in the corner furthest from the entrance to the 

room facing the door is the best seating position.   

 

Table 5.  Commanding principles 2 and 3: Commanding position: Sitting in the corner 

furthest from the entrance to the room facing the door is the best seating position 

 

 n  

Agree 18  

Disagree 5  

No comment 2  

 

Commanding position principle 4: Back positioned towards the wall i.e., a strong support 

behind the occupant 

 

The principle was measured by the scenario of having a door behind one.  The majority felt that 

unless the door led to a private area used by the occupant, the door would cause an uncomfortable 

environment for the occupant, especially if the door leads to a superior’s office.  The main reason 

for the discomfort would be that she/he would not be able to see what was going on behind her/him 

and people walking behind her could be a distraction.  The main reason why the door behind the 

occupant would not be an issue was that one would feel free and not trapped.   

 

Table 6.  Commanding principle 4: Sitting with back to door in an office puts you in a 

vulnerable position 

 

 n  

Agree 17  “...totally agree also.I want to see the door at all times.  You don’t 

want people sneaking up on you from behind” (w, f, y).   

 “Sal pla, mense agter jou verby loop, unsettling.” (w, f, y) 

Disagree 6  (sitting with your back to the door) “   this kind of just makes you 

concentrate a little bit more” (w, f, y). 

 “Veilig, nie vasgekeer nie.” (w, f, o). 

No comment 2  
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The commanding position aspects which were explored were generally supported.  These 

preferences were also in line with the principles of the prospect-refuge theory.  In practice this 

would mean that an occupant of a space will feel more comfortable if they: 

1. Sit in the corner furthest from the entrance to the room facing the door: the best seating 

position. 

2. One’s back should be protected i.e., not being able to observe what is behind one can result in 

uneasiness. 

3. There should be clear visibility of the door, but care should be taken that people are not 

positioned in line with a door.   

4. As looking straight out into a corridor or seeing the stairs, storage rooms, closets, 

elevators, escalators or toilets is not conducive to work performance, areas next to high 

traffic or possible areas of distraction should not be used as office space. 

 

3.2 Lobby area: position of reception desk 

 

When presented with the three reception area layouts, the majority of the participants (n=18) 

preferred Layout C across all groups (except Black participants where there was a slightly higher 

preference for Layout A) where the reception desk is in front of the entrance door.  Six participants 

expressed a definite dislike for Layout C.  A total of eleven participants preferred Layout A 

(reception desk to the right), with another five preferring either Layout A or B (reception desk to the 

left). 

 

Table 7.  Reception area preferences
4
 

 

  n   N 

A.   

Reception 

desk Right 

hand side 

  

11 B.  Reception 

desk Left 

hand side 

 
 

1 

C.  

Reception 

desk in 

front  

  

18    

 

Layout A (reception desk to the right of the entrance door) 

 

The main reasons why some participants preferred Option A were:  

 

 From the receptionist’s viewpoint: she/he had a good view of the entrance and visitors are not 

that much in her/his face. 

 From the visitors’ viewpoint: people tend to look to their right and it would make it easy and 

comfortable and, once seated, it is conducive to easy and good communication. 

- “Normally look on my right when enter a place, comfortable as facing receptionist, good for 

communication.” (b, m, y)  

- “Better, more comfortable feeling.” (w, f, y)  

 

 

                                                           
4
 Multiple mentions possible 
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 A preference for being on the right (right hand bias).   

- “… it’s preferably to the right, I’m right-handed – everything is on the right.” (c, f, o)  

- “It is fine, you look to your right.” (b, f, y) 

- “Yes.  Dit voel dalk net reg, want dit is waaraan ek meer gewoond is.” (w, m, o) 

 

Layout B (reception desk on the left of the entrance door) 

 

Although some regarded Layout A and B as the same - just a mirror image of the other - one  

participant remarked that Layout B is the safest (as it goes against the natural tendency of right hand 

bias).   

 

In general, Layout B was not seen as comfortable and balanced: 

 

 “Not comfortable, does not feel right, off balance.” (w, f, y) 

 “Little bit unwelcoming, sitting on right side would be uncomfortable for me.” (b, m, o) 

 

Layout C (reception desk in front of the entrance door) 

 

The main reason why Layout C is preferred was that it is very clear where the receptionist is 

situated and where to go to – straight ahead.  The receptionist also has a clear view of both left and 

right hand sides and the symmetry of the design is pleasing.   

 

 “Very clear, know where you go.” (b, f, o); “Makes guests’ life easier, don’t have to look for the 

receptionist; best as receptionist facing the door...” (b, f, y) and “Facing the door, easy for 

visitor to locate receptionist...” (b, f, y) 

 “...receptionist can see people come in and out.  No dangers.” (b, f, o) 

 

The negative sentiments regarding Layout C mainly revolved around a feeling of confrontation as 

visitors would directly face the receptionist as they entered: 

 

 “Don’t like – too confrontational for reception and visitors – mainly facing the entrance.” (w, 

m, o)  

 

In both feng shui and Environmental Social Science a right hand bias is indicated.  In the in-depth 

interviews the right hand bias was supported in some cases but not consistently.  Where the right-

hand bias was not followed the principle of improving way finding and therefore making the layout 

of an area easier for the user was supported.  In evaluating the positioning of the receptionist the 

participants considered and evaluated the following aspects: preference for the right (right hand 

bias), the receptionist should be in control by being able to see people coming into the lobby as well 

as the visitors seating area, easy access to what is needed by the receptionist, easy communication 

with visitors and ease of finding your way.  The setup should be such that neither visitors nor the 

receptionist feel “watched” or threatened.   

 

3.4 Boardroom table form 

 

According to Canter (1974) the shape of a table and the seating positions may have a major 

influence on interactions.  He gives the example of the Vietnam War Peace talks which were 

deadlocked for a while over whether the table where the talks were held should be round or square. 
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Table 8.  Table form preference 
 

 Table form: more conducive to 

discussion 

Table form: makes one feel most 

comfortable 

 n n 

Oval  16 18 

Rectangular  2 1 

Round  8 7 

Depends 1 1 

 

The table which would be more conducive to discussion and comfortable would depend on the 

number of people required to attend a meeting.  The oval table would be better for a larger group 

and the round table for a smaller group. 

 

The oval table was selected by the majority of all groups as both more conducive to discussion 

(n=16) as well as more comfortable (n=18).  The round table was the second choice (n=8 and n=7 

respectively).  Only two participants selected the rectangular table as most conducive to 

conversation, and one as more comfortable.  Although the majority in each subgroup selected the 

oval table, a third or more of Black and male participants selected the round table as being both 

more conducive to conversation and more comfortable. 

 

Oval table 

 

The oval table was preferred because of the following reasons: 

 

 More open and inviting:  
- “Best, more inviting and comfortable, curves are good.” (w, f, o) 

- “Oop en gemaklik.” (w, f, o) 

 No hierarchy:  

- “Makes everyone feel the same, best for discussion.” (b, f, y)  

 People are closer which increases eye contact and improves communication: 
- “As all closer due to round shape, can see each other, sort of bonding.” (b, f, y) 

- “Oval shape bring people closer, everyone is audible, just love the setup...” (b, m, y) 

- “More conducive, better visuals, more comfortable, very informal setting.” (w, f, y) 

- “...a warmer, more comfortable feeling.” (w, f, y) 

 

Round table 

 

Reasons why the round table was preferred were: 

 It is small and therefore people are closer: 

- “More conducive, people closer, thus good communication.” (b, m, y) 

- “All would be involved, round table more conducive as tend to be closer, thus more 

engaging.” (b, m, o) 

 There is no hierarchy: 

- “Equal distances and power positions closer, more cosy, smaller, less people, round 

feeling.” (w, f, o)  
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Rectangular table 

 

Although a rectangular table is virtually the norm in boardroom tables, it was not preferred by the 

vast majority.  The two participants who preferred the rectangular table preferred it because a 

person could read facial expression with people facing each other, and it is a better setup for a larger 

group. 

 

Remarks why certain table forms were not selected are: 

 

 Oval table – No negative mentions. 

 Rectangular table – It is cold, not comfortable, is too long, one would not be able to hear each 

other:  

- “It just looks cold and unpleasant.” (w, f, y)  

- “...no bonding as too far from one another ...don’t look comfortable.” (b, f, y) 

- “Top dogs, intimidating.” (b, f, y) 

 Round table – The table is too small (maybe for a smaller company), people are too in your 

face and personal space is invaded: “don’t like it at all, round table, thus not accommodating 

enough people.” (b, f, y). 

 

Oval and round tables were regarded by the majority of participants as more conducive to 

discussion and more comfortable.  Round tables would preferably be for a smaller group and also 

a more informal interaction.  An oval table would be best for a larger group.  These two table forms 

fit in with the modern office design theories as it assists in more equal and less hierarchical 

interactions (which is in contrast to the feng shui approach of status markers).  A rectangular table is 

regarded as colder and more authoritative.  There are indications that the standard rectangular 

boardroom tables are therefore not necessarily the most conducive to interaction. 

 

3.5 Boardroom seating preferences 

 

In the research participants were exposed to a variety of table formats and these were discussed in-

depth.  As the oval form was selected as being the most comfortable as well as most conducive for 

discussion, only this form of seating preferences will be discussed. 

 

Figure 3.  Oval table positions 

 

 
 

In the setup with the oval boardroom table and one door, Position 7 (n=11), Position 4 (n=8), 

Position 10 (n=6) and Position 1 (n=6) were regarded as the most comfortable positions.  

White/Coloured, male and older participants had less of a preference for Position 7.  Especially 

White/Coloured and older participants preferred Position 4.  Position 12 (n=11) and Position 2 

(n=8) were regarded as the most uncomfortable.  Males were more likely to select Position 2 as 

the most uncomfortable.  Position 1 (n=23) and Position 7 (n=8) were most often selected as the 
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position of authority by all groups.  The reasons for selecting these positions were similar to the 

two-door setup.  Nine participants mentioned that the number of doors made no difference. 

 

Table 9.  Boardroom: Most comfortable position 
 

Position n  

7 11 

 “… most comfortable, not disturbed, see people come in.” (b, f, y) 

 “Position 7, make you feel safe and comfortable.Most comfortable...” (w, 

f, y) 

4 8 

 “… most comfortable, visual of the door, screen.” (w, f, y) 

 “I’m right in the middle of the room.  I’m not in the corner, furthest away 

from the door.” (c, f, o)   

 

Table 10.  Boardroom: Most uncomfortable position 
 

Position n  

12 11 

 “… most uncomfortable, back to the door.” (w, f, y) 

 “… most uncomfortable – back towards the door.” (w, f, o) 

2 8 

 “At an angle, if can’t speak louder, nobody can hear you.” (b, m, y) 

 “Ek dink 2 gaan te naby aan 1 wees en jy wil nie op die baas se plek sit 

nie, dan kan jy nie direk vir hom kyk as hy met jou praat nie, of iets.” (w, 

m, o) 

 

Table 11.  Boardroom: Position of authority 
 

Position n  

1 23  “You can see the door, because it will make you feel in control.” (w, f, y) 

 “Watch people enter and leave.” (w, f, o)  

 “Probably in number 1 because they can look at the whole table.” (w, f, 

y) 

7 8  “Easy access in and out, overview over the rest of the table.  Will make 

me feel dominant.” (w, m, o) 

 “Chairing the meeting, view of the table, centre of attraction.” (w, m, o) 

 “Can welcome those coming in.” (b, f, y) 

 

Participants preferred positions where they could have a clear view of the room: of everybody at the 

table and preferably of the door as well (see also Commanding position, paragraph 3.1).  This is 

also supported by the prospect-refuge theory.  Sitting with your back to a door was less important 

than having a good view of the table.  The person in authority would be at the head of the table with 

a clear view of everybody.  The most uncomfortable positions were those next to authority, and 

positions without a clear view of others at the table and the door (and therefore not the commanding 

position).   

Rectangular tables have a clear position of authority, namely the position at the top end.  There was 

greater consensus regarding the oval table’s positions than the round table.  This supports the 

supposition that a round table is more conducive to discussion between equals and less conducive to 

asserting authority. 
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3.6 Office layout: multiple occupants: shared space 

 

Overall Positions 9, 8 and 2 were the most preferred in a multiple occupant office setup, but there 

was little consensus between and within groups.   

 

The participants used the following principles in selecting a preferred work station: 

 

 Easy access (not having to manoeuvre around a table or person to get to your work station). 

 Having a view of all in the room (knowing what is happening in the environment). 

 Minimising distractions (e.g., not having people walking past you all the time).  Some tried to 

solve the distraction issue by selecting to face the wall, but then privacy becomes an issue. 

 Having privacy (not having somebody looking at what you are doing).   

 Not sitting with your back to someone (it creates discomfort). 

 Throughout all the setups one person mentioned that she prefers to sit on the right hand side as 

you enter the office. 

 

Figure 4.  Multiple occupants: shared space 

 

 
 

 

Table 12.  Multiple occupants: Shared space seating preference 

 

 n  

Position 9 11 “I think that would be the perfect seat, also prefer to sit there.  The advantage 

is that you can see the whole office, but they can’t see what you are busy 

doing.” (w ,f, y) 

“Well, it would make me feel comfortable so that nobody is watching at my 

back and it’s relatively accessible, except for the disturbances that it will 

cause, but that is about the best position is this whole room.” (w, m, o) 

“...because I have a view of everything that’s happening in the room; I know 

what’s happening in my environment or around me.” (c, f, o) 

Position 8 9 “Comfortable, close and facing the door and space to move around.” (b, m, y) 

“… more space to move around, not to disturb others, easy in and out and 

general overview.” (b, f, y) 

Position 2 8 “There will be too many visuals, so they will definitely distract you…”  (w, f, 

y) 

“Space behind you in the corner, you have a view of all and no one can see 

what you are doing.” (b, f, y) 

“...because I have a view of everything that’s happening in the room; I know 

what’s happening in my environment or around me.” (c, f, o) 
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Sharing space entails compromises and the trade-off of benefits.  In the in-depth interviews the 

main criteria for selecting a seating position in a shared office space, were easy access, a full view 

of the room, minimising distractions, privacy and not sitting with your back to someone.  Overall 

easy access and having a full view of the room were regarded as the most important factors.  The 

aspect that was the overriding factor depended on the participant’s self-reported preferences.  Some 

participants would not mind sitting with their back to the room or facing the wall, as long as they 

have privacy.   

 

They mentioned that they were electing positions where they would not to be disturbed.  Other 

participants would feel very threatened and uncomfortable with their backs to others and not having 

a good view of the room.   

From the in-depth interviews the desk which can be regarded as the one in the commanding position 

was only the third choice and there was little consensus between and within groups.  The other two 

were selected positions which supported elements of the commanding position.  The reasons for this 

cannot be concluded from this study and trying to explain it would be speculative.  Possibly 

compromises and trade-offs played a role in participants’ choices: maybe the need for privacy or 

not to be disturbed was more important than being in the commanding position. 

 

 3.7 Office layout: single occupants 

  

Participants were consequently requested to indicate on a blank template in which position they 

would prefer to sit.  The majority of the participants indicated that they would prefer to sit on the 

left hand side out of the direct line of the door.  The preferred positions complied with commanding 

position principles. 

 

 Out of the direct line of the door where people can see the occupant. 

 Full view of the room and door. 

 Further from the door. 

 Back positioned towards the wall i.e., a strong support behind the occupant. 

 

Participants’ preferred positions are indicated below.  The location of the arrow indicates the 

preferred position and the arrow points in the direction the desk would face. 

 

Figure 5.  Office layout single occupants 

 

 

 

Within each group two to four participants indicated a position which will not be in the 

commanding position range, with proportionally more Black, males and older participants not 

indicating the commanding position and especially White/Coloureds and females selecting a 

commanding position. 
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There was more consensus in the selection of the layout in a single occupancy office.  With a few 

exceptions, participants spontaneously indicated their preferred position to be in the commanding 

position range.  In single occupancy offices there is no need to compromise and make provision for 

other occupants when compared to a multiple occupant office. 

 

Office layout: Desk positioning 

 

Twelve participants selected Setup A (desk in line with the door) and nine Setup B (desk not in line 

with the door).  Black, male and young participants had the highest preference for Setup A.  

Comments regarding the layouts are discussed below. 

 

Table 13.  Desk positioning: preference 
 

  n   n 

Setup A 

 

12 Setup B 

 

9 

Neither A or B 4 

 

SETUP A 

 

 More likes than dislikes were mentioned.  The layout is such that the person sitting at the desk 

can actually face the wall.This is disliked, (n=6):  “Because the person is facing the side wall 

instead of the door.” (c, f, o) 

 “Not facing the door, prefer her to face the door, sort of welcoming the visitors.” (b, f, y) 

 

The person at the desk should rather face the door:  

 

 “Ideal for me, as I’m facing the door, I can see people as they come in and out.  Also like the 

idea of visitors facing my direction for easy communication.” (b, f, y) 

 

Being able to make easy contact with visitors was regarded as a positive (n=11): 

 

 “Able to see guests, and those coming in, not easily distracted as door not close, prefer own 

space, easily accessible.” (b, f, y) 

 “Comfortable as facing my visitors for good communication and welcoming them.” (b, m, y) 

 “All is fine, all organised, door not too close, visitors position not disturbing, but easy to 

communicate with.” (b, f, y)  
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SETUP B 

 

More dislikes than likes were mentioned.  The visitors are too far removed from the desk and it is 

therefore not conducive to communication and interaction (n=3): “Do not like visitors far from me, 

like to engage more with me” (b, m, o). 

 

Instances where some liked the idea of or preferred to face the door (n=4): 

 

 “The door must be right in the middle....Yeah, you can face the door directly.” (c, f, o) 

 “Perfect as (person the desk) facing the door and guests not facing the door, therefore privacy 

for them.” (b, f, y) 

 “Better positioned ...see visitors before they even come in.” (b, f, y) 

 

Where others disliked it: “I don’t like being straight opposite the door because if people are passing 

by they can see you the whole time, or they will distract you of what you’re doing.  There’s not 

really anything I like about that.” (w, f, y) 

 

Another major dislike was that the visitors would feel excluded behind the door, they might not see 

if they had left something behind - the door should open the other way. 

 

After the evaluation of the two presented layouts, participants were requested to indicate where they 

would prefer to sit according to a provided template.  As with the previous concept the majority 

indicated that they would prefer a position which is in the commanding position range.  Again two 

to four participants per group indicated a position which would not be regarded as a commanding 

position, with older and White/Coloured participants with the highest number indicating a non-

commanding position (four each) compared to the other groups. 

 

Figure 6.  Office layout desk positioning 

 

  

The majority of participants from all subgroups preferred not sitting straight in line with the door, 

although they would like to face the door.  Again the commanding position was selected as the 

preferred position.  This applied to both small and large office spaces.  Where other people (in this 

case, visitors) are included in a setup in the case of large office spaces, the design should support 

communication by making it easy for all parties involved.  
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3.8 Open-plan cubicles 

 

Open office setups preference 

 

The most preferred setup was Diagramme F (n=15), followed by A (n=10).  Diagramme F was the 

first preference for all participants, except Black participants where Diagramme A was the first 

choice.The main reason why Diagramme F was preferred was that the employee did not sit with 

her/his back to the door (or faced a wall).  Diagramme A, as the second choice, was selected 

because of the classy, spacious look.  One person also preferred the privacy of not looking at the 

door. 

 

Open office setups disliked 

 

Diagramme D was most disliked (n=15) by all groups, mainly because the employee’s back was 

uncovered and one would not be able to make eye contact.  Other issues mentioned were the 

straightness of the design (no curves), no privacy and a feeling of being boxed in.  The reasons why 

the other setups were disliked were mostly because the person’s back is facing the door – the 

exposure would make one feel vulnerable and not in control. 

 

Table 14.Open plan Like and Dislike 
 

Like n  

 

10  “More executive, looks classy” (b, m, o) 

 “Look spacious, don’t think could be too close to a colleague.” (b, 

f, y) 

 “… as indicates me sitting on the right-hand side as you enter the 

office.” (b, m, o) 

 “More privacy as no one can steal my ideas and spacious.” (b, f, y) 

 

15  “Can see when someone is coming in, bit more private/partially 

open.” (w, f, y) 

 “I would take this one, F, where I’m facing the door.  So F would 

be my ideal, my back is not towards the entrance and I can see 

who’s come in the door.” (c, f, o) 

 “Best, back not towards door, not just wall in front of you.” (b, f, o) 

 “Because it opens to the front so you can see when people come.” 

(w, f, y) 

Dislike n  

 

15  “Facing with my back to the opening ...Can’t see who is standing 

behind me.” (w, m, o) 

 “No privacy.” (b, f, y) 

 “No, the very least I like D because it’s totally open to the back 

and it’s such a square design.” (w, f, y) 

 “Closed in, boxed up, others see from behind and I don’t like it.” 

(b, f, y) 

 

If given a choice, an open-plan setup with a view of the entrance and with one’s back covered 

would be preferred.  This is again supporting the commanding position as well as the prospect-

refuge theory.  Privacy can be promoted through partitions which are at least 1.7m high (Charles, et 

al., 2004).  
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Open-plan offices are a reality with the accompanying challenges of which noise is not the least.  

According to Charles et al.  (2004), the majority of US workers now work in open-plan offices.  

According to Brill et al.  (2002), the ability to do distraction-free work is the workplace quality with 

the strongest effect on work performance and job satisfaction.  Various publications such as Charles 

et al.  (2004), and Brill et al.  (2002), can be consulted regarding guidelines to control acoustics in 

an open-plan office. 

 

3.9 Clutter vs.  personalisation 

 

Clutter is disliked by all.But having the knowledge did not necessarily mean that one would actually 

follow a clutter free regime:  “Ek voel so, maar gewoonlik is my kantoor ‘n clutterville.  Ek en 

“filing” en sulke goeters” (w, m, o). 

 

Table 15.  Clutter 

 

 n  

Agree 23  “True, cleanliness is next to godliness, order makes life easier, more 

productive – access.” (b, f, y) 

 “It’s very true, yes.  Because you can’t focus on what you’re supposed 

to do, like too many things distracting you.” (w, f, y)  

 “Yes, not organised, cannot perform well.” (b, m, o) 

 “Yeah, no, the clutter is out.  Why do you have cupboards.  Order.  

There must be order.  And it also says something about you as a 

person.  If you come to my work area or even my house is like, it just 

gives a bad impression, I think.” (c, f, o) 

Disagree 0 No comment 2 

 

Any feng shui based design would discourage clutter.  From an Environmental Social Science 

perspective, clutter is described more in terms of personalisation of space.  The participants in the 

in-depth interviews unanimously disliked clutter.  Care should, however, be taken not to enforce a 

clinical environment. 

Workplace personalisation is important for satisfaction.  Wells (2000) is of the opinion that 

personalisation positively affects the individual’s environmental satisfaction, well-being and overall 

job satisfaction, as well as corporate culture.  It signifies individuality and identity, marks territories 

and regulates social interactions, leads to a positive workplace culture, higher employee morale and 

less employee turnover (Wells, 2000).  Having the ability to control the environment may greatly 

reduce the negative impact of environmental stressors (Halpern, 1995). 

 

4. Conclusions: implications for planners 

 

Employers should become more aware and be more sensitive regarding the impact of the physical 

environment and the design thereof on employees.  Design is often relegated to a low position on 

the priority list or even a non-existent aspect.  To ignore the possible impact of the physical 

environment is a pennywise pound foolish route to follow.  Although difficult to quantify, there are 

clear indications that the benefits outweigh the cost by far. 

 

Design psychology is concerned with designing environments which is beneficial for humans.  This 

includes making people feel comfortable in a space, reducing unnecessary noise and ease of way 

finding.  Humans are inclined to select the position in a space known as the commanding position.  

This is clearly the position in which the individual would feel the most comfortable.  When an 

individual is the only occupant of a space and the space is big enough or provides enough space to 
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manoeuvre, the individual will be able to put him- or herself into the commanding position.  When 

people have to share space with others, a fine balance of compromises comes into play.  Way 

finding is also improved by having important elements, such as reception desks in front of a door or 

to the right.  Conversely, less important elements, or elements one does not want to draw immediate 

attention to, can be positioned on the left hand side of a space.  It is interesting to note that oval 

tables are considered to be the table format which is most conducive for conversations and most 

comfortable, although rectangular forms are still the norm (also in focus group venues).  By being 

more aware of the environment one can actually influence interactions.   

 

The following are the prime consideration factors when planning and designing workspace 

 

 There is no “one size fits all” solution, but there are certain universal design principles and 

needs which should be taken into consideration when designing space. 

 Self-indulgent design should be avoided.  Design should include aesthetic principles, but 

should not the overriding design consideration.“(U)ltimately the most fulfilling buildings are 

those which embody the designer’s and dweller’s fully expressed self” (Israel, 2003 page 162). 

 Form follows function is a modern architectural and industrial design principle implying that 

the shape of a building or object should be based primarily upon its intended function or 

purpose (Lidwell, 2010).  From this study it can be concluded that not only should form follow 

function but also that aesthetics should follow function – a principle that design should be 

based on the primary purpose of the space, the workspace based on the needs of the 

stakeholders, and from this starting point aesthetics will flow. 

 Design should always be relative to the primary purpose of an area. 

 Design is a powerful way to convey messages to all stakeholders and the message should be 

consistent.The symbolic effect of an environment can have the result that organisations and 

buildings can be labelled.This could become self-fulfilling prophesies e.g., if a building 

becomes known as a sick building, employees may react accordingly.     

 As the primary users of the space, design should be based on the needs of the 

occupants.Satisfaction increases with involvement in the design and planning process.  

Occupants need to relate to a design.  If they do not relate to the design and its underlying 

principles, it could result in a feeling of disconnectedness and increased dissatisfaction.   

 The only way to achieve this is to obtain proper inputs from all stakeholders at all stages of 

the design.  It is critically important that stakeholder input be considered before the design 

process commences.  The input should be obtained in a structured scientific way by suitably 

qualified people.It is not negotiable and should not to be compromised.  Suitably qualified 

people would be specialists who have the required psychological background and research 

background, as well as appropriate specialists from other disciplines, such as ergonomists. 

 In establishing users’ preferences it should be taken into consideration that the known will be 

preferred above the new, creative and innovative design elements.  People tend to prefer designs 

they are used to.This does not mean that their design horizon should not be expanded.  The main 

consideration is that a fine balance should be struck between the known and the new, and that 

it should be done in a way that does not alienate users. 

 Involvement in the planning process also plays a crucial part in feeling a sense of control.  

Having the ability to control the environment, for example control over temperature levels in 

an office, may greatly reduce the negative impact of environmental stressors (Halpern, 1995). 

 Environmental satisfaction, job satisfaction and well-being increases when employees are 

permitted to personalise their workstation and enhances their feeling of being in control. 

 Design can be used to improve the quality of work life of office workers and support and 

facilitate interaction of heterogeneous groups in the workplace.“Environments which encourage 

and facilitate social contacts between neighbours will not necessarily lead to positive social 

relations between neighbours” (Halpern, 1995, page 212).   Work spaces can facilitate informal 

encounters, but only if the following three aspects are balanced:  
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- Proximity: spaces should naturally bring people together  

- Privacy: employees should be able to control access to themselves and conversations 

- Permission: organisations should sanction non-work interactions and the social purpose of 

the space should be evident (Fayard & Weeks, 2011).   

 Being able to regulate interactions with co-workers mediates the impact and quality of 

people’s relationships.  Inability to regulate interactions may result in relations turning sour, 

hostility, withdrawal and loneliness amongst employees (Halpern, 1995).   

 Semi-public spaces which employees could choose to use or not, and when or when not, may 

facilitate and encourage social interactions and increase the positive influence of neighbourly 

support (Halpern, 1995). 

 Design in the South African context brings a major challenge in addressing the basic safety and 

security needs without compromising other aesthetic design principles.  Safety needs to be 

factored in when designing any space.  As crime is a very real and imminent factor, one may 

expect South Africans to place this aspect before practical and aesthetic aspects.  A compromise 

between an aesthetically pleasing environment and feeling safe and secure is required. 

 But, the design of an environment may have an impact on the occurrence or prevention of 

burglaries, attacks and vandalism (Broken Window theory) (Halpern, 1995).   

 The impact of stressors can be mediated by certain social factors.Workplaces should be 

designed to support cooperative and supportive relationships to assist in mediating work 

stressors.  For example, the impact of density depends on the nature of the relationships between 

the people sharing the space; density per se does not affect mental health, but not having a 

cooperative relationship with the people you have to share with may have a negative impact 

(Halpern, 1995). 

 If correctly executed, our environment can at the very least be pleasing and at best be 

healing.Day (2004) in his book Places of the Soul.Architecture and environmental design as a 

healing art, identifies the following ten features of a healing environment: 

 

1. Harmony between materials and colours 2. Timelessness 

3. Simplicity 4. Slight variations and ambiguities of form 

5. Silence 6. The use of unobtrusive and gentle textures 

7. Balanced proportions 8. Curves are restful and unobtrusive 

9. Texture for light to play on 10. Mood enhancing colours 

 

By relying on various design cultures (e.g., Eastern and Western) an environment can be created 

which is pleasing and able to enhance the well-being of the users.  Underlying design principles are 

universal, but the symbolic expression thereof can differ from culture to culture.  Creating 

environments which are good for people need to be driven and supported by top management.  

This requires time and emotional and financial investment.  Policies should be in place supporting 

the vision and mission of the organisation as well as assisting in achieving certain goals through the 

design of the physical environment.  It must support the image and identity which needs to be 

communicated, facilitate communication and enable task accomplishment.  Most of all, it needs to 

become a place with which employees can identify and where they can develop a sense of place, 

underpinned by a sense of belonging in the space. 
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