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A small collection of thoughts on how to make your
office space support everyone’s overall happiness and
well-being.

happiness through the design of the built environment and focus
our efforts on the space we spend the majority of our time in:
the corporate office. It’s been stated that the average person will
spend 90,000 hours of their lifetime at work (2). Considering that
today’s mobile technology essentially transforms our work days
turn into 24 hours shifts, there is more reason now than ever to
build retreat spaces dedicated to encouraging happiness.
Using footprints as small as 64 square feet, businesses can
incorporate multi-sensory approaches in the form of wellness
rooms that exist to enhance positive emotions and further
compliment other common well-building approaches used in
spaces today.

WHY IT MATTERS
(1)

When was the last time you did something for

Happy employees see a lower rate of risk for

absenteeism (missing work due to sickness) and presenteeism
(physically being at work but having the mind wander elsewhere).
This is especially compelling when you hear statistics like $225.8
billion being lost every year on absenteeism alone(3).

yourself to boost your own happiness? Just like being healthy
requires a conscious effort - eating right, getting a good night’s
sleep, exercising - being happy also takes some work. While some
people might find themselves looking for a quick fix because they
are already “too busy” to invest more time, others may write
the idea of happiness off altogether because they see it as a
lost cause or an elusive emotion. In the end however, happiness
doesn’t have to be hard to achieve, we simply need to know
where to look.

Additionally, taking time to encourage positive emotions helps
to reduce chronic stress; one of the top workplace issues in the
US with 80% of employees reporting they feel stressed at work(4).
The long-term effects of chronic stress have been linked to
epigenetic harm, which means stress is altering the marks on our
DNA. These changes can negatively affect us over time and can
even be passed on to our children causing more health issues for
future generations (5).

The bond between our built environment and our emotions is
not a new concept, but recently the industry is placing more
emphasis on how design can help us create happiness.
At Box Studios - an Architecture and Interior Design firm with
offices in Chicago and Denver - we focus on the human element.
We are always looking for ways to combat stress and increase

If it isn’t obvious by now, taking the time to focus on happiness in
the workplace is a win-win for everyone. Studies have shown that
designing for happiness in the workplace leads to a 12% increase
in productivity(6) and offices that make happiness-provoking
spaces available to employees gain another tool for attraction and
retention. A 2017 survey reported that 78% of employees thought
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WHAT IS HAPPINESS?

DESIGNING HAPPINESS

Over the last year, Box Studios has worked to curate
a set of information and resources extracted from areas of

neuroscience, cognitive science, industrial and organizational
psychology and even color theory to allow us to develop three
different models that can work to enhance positive emotions.
The level of fit and finish in these rooms can vary based on
budget, but the concepts presented below will support the core
ideas of achieving multi-sensory wellness spaces within the office
environment.

“Many persons have a wrong
idea of what constitutes
true happiness. It is not
attained through selfgratification but through
fidelity to a worthy purpose.”
— Helen Keller

Eudaimonic happiness comes from meaningful pursuits like
volunteering or meditation while Hedonic happiness comes
from pleasure or goal fulfillment. Neither is bad, but the
latter will not impact your overall happiness long term. Work
smarter not harder and focus your happiness efforts on those
‘meaningful pursuits’ to get the biggest return on investment
of time (9).

CHASING HAPPINESS
According to Sonjia Lyubomirsky, a Psychology professor at
the University of California and author of the 2008 book “The
How of Happiness”, we all have a fixed ‘Happiness Set Point’
based on our genetics. This means that 50% of how happy we
are stems from our genetic makeup, while the remaining 50%
comes from outside sources like our intentional actions and
our environmental surroundings.
The good and bad part of this fact is that no matter what
happens in our lives, we will always return to that initial
genetic set point given enough time. On the flip side, it
also means we have personal control over the 50% of our
happiness that is controlled by outside sources. Feeling like
your genetics left you as a “glass-half-empty’ person? Hope is
not completely lost. Spending time to regularly engage your
eudaimonic happiness can increase your genetic set point (10).

HAPPY LIFE EVENTS
AMOUNT OF HAPPINESS

their employer’s wellness program had a positive impact on their
health(7). However, with only four in 10 employers offering overt
stress management interventions for employees, taking the time
to implement things like multi-sensory wellness spaces can help
to sharpen your competitive edge in the market!(8)

The dictionary defines it is “A mental or emotional state
of well-being which can be defined by positive or pleasant
emotions.” While Aristotle said “Happiness is a life lived
according to virtue”. Digging deeper we find that both
definitions are correct and that happiness can be broken into
two categories: Eudaimonic and Hedonic.

genetic set point

SAD LIFE EVENTS
LENGTH OF TIME
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THE LIGHT &
SOUND ROOM

Mixing ideas adopted from neuroscience (the study
of the brain and nervous system) and chromotherapy (the
practice of using light and color to heal and balance the body),
this room is focused on reducing stress, combating attention
fatigue and increasing mindfulness.

SOUND
Sound-proof room with dead space
reverberation levels, located away from
the exterior of the building or loud social
spaces. Include speakers or headphones
to allow users to choose between guided
meditation or relaxing music.
Use an acoustical treatment like acoustical
tile, baffles, white noise or K13 spray on the
ceilings to help with sound.

SMELL
Include a small essential oil scent bar in
the room for people who wish to enhance
their experience via aroma therapy. If
choosing to include an oil diffuser, ensure
that the space is well ventilated and
consider limiting the time to 15 minutes
to avoid people returning to work with
headaches. Scents such as lavender,
peppermint, rosemary, citrus and cyprus
are best for stress relief (12).
Increase air filtration and oxygen levels if
possible.

TASTE
Have a coffee and water station nearby or
in the room.
Opt to provide fresh fruit or other
healthy snack nearby or in the room.
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Use this room in 20-30 minute intervals as needed throughout
the day for power naps or meditation. Research from NASA shows
that a 26 minute nap can improve performance by 34% and
alertness by 54% .(11) If you’re a coffee person, be sure to Google
‘Nappuchinos’ to learn about maximizing the effects of that
afternoon coffee while you power nap.

“Light is energy and the
phenomenon of color is
a product of interaction
of energy and matter.” Samina T. Yousuf Azeemi

TOUCH
If possible, place temperature controls
within the space or include a daybed with
a heating mechanism so people can be in
control of their thermal comfort.
Limit furniture to yoga mats or a
minimalist daybed so people can opt
to include throw pillows for additional
comfort.

SIGHT
Minimum room size: 8x8 SF – large enough
to allow a single person to lay down flat to
relax and stretch without feeling closed in.
Include signage to explain how to use the
room. Try to make it as user-friendly as
possible.
Use color changing wall washers for
lighting.
Provide a dial and signage that clearly
states what colors benefit which emotion.
Opt to tie lighting into a timer switch so it
automatically shuts off to avoid the need to
watch the clock. Also offer flexibility with a
floor or table lamp for more regular lighting
if they chose to not use the colored light.
Install Low-pile carpet or a hard surface
flooring. Again, light in color to reflect the
colored lighting.
Provide a lockable, phone charging
station outside of the room so people are
motivated to stay off their phones inside
the space.
Paint walls bright white and free of
decoration to allow for the lighting to wash
every surface in a full range of solid color or
true white light.
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THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE
CONCEPT

Neuroscience is still in its infancy compared to some
of the other sciences, but it has been presenting some amazing
studies regarding how our surroundings impact our brains and
bodies. In one study, neuroscientists discovered the impacts of
music on relaxation. By monitoring brain activity, they were able
to determine a set of sounds that allow our nervous system to
calm down and let go of anxiety (13). Take a moment to search for
the “Most Relaxing Songs Ever” play list compiled by Melanie
Curtin on Spotify and see if neuroscience is right about this
theory.
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Chromotherapy, on the other hand, is a century old concept that
uses light, color vibrations and frequencies to heal our bodies.
Think of the blue light that treats jaundice in newborns or the
white light that alleviates Seasonal Affective Disorder. In an article
written for The National Center for Biotechnology Information,
physicist Samina T. Yousuf Azeemi explains that light is energy and
the phenomenon of color is a product of interaction of energy
and matter (14).



COLOR’S IMPACT
A quick summary of the colors and their impacts (16).
White light is made up of all colors and the wavelengths of those
colors can enter our bodies regardless of if our eyes can see them
or not.
If this sounds too New Age for you, take a moment to watch the
2012 TED Talk by Neil Harbisson titled “Listening to Color.” (15) You
may find yourself seeing things in a new light (pun intended).

WHITE LIGHT
White light treats Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD),
and helps with jet-lag and shift-working.

PINK LIGHT
Pink light is tranquilizing, calming, reduces violent
behavior and saps nervous energy.

‘MOST RELAXING SONGS’ PLAY LIST

RED LIGHT

•

Marconi Union, “Weightless”

Red light stimulates cell growth, provides quick
boosts of energy, heals wounds, energizes muscles
and increases blood circulation.

•

Airstream, “Electra”
ORANGE LIGHT

•

DJ Shah, “Mellomaniac (Chillout Mix)”

•

Enya, “Watermark”

•

Coldplay, “Strawberry Swing”

•

Barcelona, “Please Don’t Go”

•

All Saints, “Pure Shores”

•

Adele, “Someone Like You”

•

Mozart, “Canzonetta Sull’aria”

•

Café Del Mar, “We Can Fly”

Orange light decreases feelings of dread, increases
alertness and concentration, and promotes creativity.

YELLOW LIGHT
Yellow light is highly stimulating and activating.

GREEN LIGHT
Green light helps with balance and harmony in
the body, increases immunity and strengthens the
nervous system.

BLUE LIGHT
Blue light treats jaundice, reduces pain, prevents
scar tissue, helps depression, relieves tension and
headaches and calms strong emotions.

PURPLE LIGHT
Slows overactive heart rates, soothes mental and
emotional stress and stimulates sleep.
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IMMERSION,
DISTRACTION &
REFLECTION ROOM
(IDR)

This room combines the basic concepts of Attention
Restoration Theory (ART) with the benefits found in enhancing
spiritual emotions such as awe, gratitude, thanksgiving and
wonder.

SOUND
Sound-proof room with dead space
reverberation levels, located away from
the exterior of the building or loud social
spaces. Include speakers or headphones
to allow users to listen to nature sounds or
the Planet Earth series.
Use an acoustical treatment like acoustical
tile, baffles, white noise or K13 spray on the
ceilings to help with sound.

SMELL
Increase air filtration and oxygen levels
if possible. The addition of Himalayan salt
lamps and oxygen boosting plants like
English Ivy and Philodendron would be a
welcomed addition.
Incorporate biophilic scents like petrichor
& geosmin into the mechanical system
in controlled doses or allow the use of
essential oils. Be cognizant of allergies and
do not use any artificial scents (12).

TASTE
Have a coffee and water station nearby or
in the room.

TOUCH
Have minimal but comfortable furniture.
Think of an oversized lounge chair or low,
suspended swing with a cushioned back
that would allow for people to relax and
move without the risk of falling out.
If possible, place temperature controls
within the space so people can be in
control of their thermal comfort.
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Use this room in 20-30 minute intervals as needed throughout
the day for reflection and a positive energy boost to fight chronic
stress.

“Busy is a drug that
a lot of people are
addicted to.” - Rob Bell

SIGHT
Minimum room size: 10x10 SF - large
enough to allow a single person to lay down
flat to relax and stretch without feeling
closed in or sufficient space for a swing to
be installed.
Install black acoustical ceiling or dark
painted exposed ceiling to allow for
structural support for a swing (see
furniture).
Light sources should be indirect and
dimmable for customized levels by the
user. Depending on budgets, look into light
controls that implement circadian rhythm
cycles.
Install plush carpet, wood, cork or other
natural-looking flooring that provides
comfort underfoot.
Cover walls with a tactile finish like moss
or a felt wall covering to add softness and
sound-deadening. If cost is a concern, go
with a deeply saturated, paint in a dark
tone to allow the room to feel more vast.
One wall area can be used as a writable
surface. A more personal approach of
company-branded reflection journals
and pens will also achieve reflection and
brainstorming.
Include signage to explain how to use the
room. Try to make it as user-friendly as
possible.
Provide a lockable, phone charging
station outside of the room so people are
motivated to stay off their phones inside
the space.
Inside of the room, install the largest TV
comfortable for the space and queue up
the BBC’s Planet Earth series. Program the
TV to a timer switch that auto shuts off
after a preset amount of time to alleviate
the need to watch the clock.
This room is also an ideal candidate
for virtual reality headsets and other
immersive technologies that create a sense
of vastness and wonder.
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THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE
CONCEPT

In their book “The Experience of Nature: A Psychology
Perspective” by Rachel & Stephen Kaplan introduce the idea of
Attentive Restoration Theory (ART), which suggests that “mental
fatigue and concentration can be improved by time spent in or
looking at nature” (17).

Extent – Scope to Feel immersed
Being Away – Provisions to feel like you’ve escaped from habitual
activities
Soft Fascination – Aspects of the environment that capture
attention effortlessly

In order for people to feel the full effects of ART, the environment
must include the following:
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Comparability – Users must want to be exposed to and
appreciate the environment



THE BUSY EPIDEMIC (22)
More than half of the world’s population is living in urban
settings, making it hard to escape the noise and distraction of our
surroundings. Because of this constant buzz, Kaplan states we
begin to suffer from mental fatigue and burnout over time(18). If
you live someplace where a small outdoor space can be created
in lieu of the TV-on-a-wall approach, do it! If the budget allows,
look into creating a more experiential space with light mapping
projection, interactive displays and other types of immersive
technologies that allow you to feel lost in nature while inducing
awe.
While it is best to experience awe standing over the Grand
Canyon or peering up at the dancing northern lights, access to
those experiences on a daily basis may be next to impossible for
most people. Studies have shown that digital awe can be the next
best thing for urban folks. Either through the use of immersive
technologies like virtual reality (19) or simply by turning on an
episode of BBC’s Planet Earth series (20).

“...boosted happiness,
increased intellectual
curiosity, deepened sense of
modesty and humility...”
Why is awe so important? It’s been tied to boosted happiness,
increased intellectual curiosity, deepened sense of modesty and
humility and lowered levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines in the
body.
Higher cytokine levels have been associated with poorer health
and disorders such as Type 2 Diabetes, Heart Disease and even
Alzheimer’s and Clinical Depression. Awe is the only positive
emotion that has been tied to lowering these levels (21).

Finding time to be mindful and taking a deep breath have
become to-do items on a never-ending check list of stuff.
Begging the question, why do we all feel so busy?? Simplest
answer is technology. Take a moment to look at your phone
and pause to think about how much time you spend staring
at its screen. In reality, studies have shown that we have
more free time today than previous generations yet it’s hard
to feel that way when we never shut off.
Here’s a quick list from the John Hopkins Review on how to
defeat the Busy Epidemic and win back your time:
Keep a time diary. You may be surprised at what you find.
John Robinson at the University of Maryland studies time
and has found that on average working women have 30
hours of leisure time a week (23)!
Prioritize What Matters. Say no to what doesn’t. Pretty
simple.
Do one small thing daily to create lasting change and form
good habits. Small things like keeping a gratitude journal or
drinking a glass of water in the morning can make you feel
better in the long run.
Abandon perfectionism. Nobody is perfect. Enough said.
Subtract – don’t add. Signing up for a yoga class to unwind
without subtracting another task will make you feel more
stressed. Instead of an hour-long commitment once a
week, spend 20 minutes a day during your lunch break in a
Wellness Room or outside getting fresh air.
Model from the top. Be cognizant of your actions and how
they effect your co-workers and employees. Encourage
employees to take advantage of the Wellness initiatives
in the office by letting them see you use them. Most
importantly, don’t email your employees after hours.
Take a Vacation! Near or far. Taking time off is important.
One in 4 American’s don’t get paid vacation at all and the
ones that do, rarely take it. One survey reported that 81% of
employees check e-mail on the weekends, with 55% logging
in after 11 p.m., and 59% looking at e-mail while on vacation
(24) .
Stop and unplug.
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THE SOCIAL &
CREATIVE SPACE

This space uses ideas drawn from scientific research

on positive emotions along with careful consideration to
introduce features that cater to both the introverts and extroverts
in your office.

SOUND
Keep spaces acoustically separated from
quieter areas so as not to distract people
who are working.
Consider some sound proof areas with
guitars and keyboards to allow people to
come together musically.

SMELL
Increased air supply will be critical if it is a
larger, enclosed space.
Make sure food smells have a door to hide
behind if this area is going to double as a
break space.

TASTE
Include snack, coffee and water stations
along with nearby kitchen facilities. Do
some research on the snacks people like
best. Research shows that sweet foods
have positive impact on our pro-social
behaviors but too much sugar or fatty
foods lead to a negative state of mental
health (25).

TOUCH
Furniture should be comfortable and
mobile. Include variety with pockets of
spaces dedicated to game play – anything
from board games and puzzles to ping
pong and pool.
Temperature control for these spaces
can be worked into the overall system as
it makes sense. No need for individual
control in these areas unless the space is
enclosed. If you can allow access to open
windows/fresh air, do it.
Consider art or “maker” spaces that allow
people to enjoy hands-on activities like
painting or crafting.
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Use this shared room or series of spaces to activate socialization
and creativity in a way that allows everyone to de-stress through
active leisure. Include a variety of active spaces to appeal to the
masses. As a bonus, spending time with others leads to more
compassion and empathy as bonds form.

“Introverts recharge their
batteries by being alone;
extroverts need to recharge
when they don’t socialize
enough.” —Susan Cain

SIGHT
Minimum room size varies depending
on activities selected. It can be one large
room to accommodate a few different
activities or can be broken up and scattered
throughout the office in smaller doses.
Exposed ceilings, acoustical tile, interesting
decorative elements, drywall or any
combination of things you can think of to
make the ceiling of this space fun and
interesting while supporting the activity.
Access to daylight & greenery is key for
these areas. Artificial light sources can be
tied to circadian rhythm or daylight sensing
systems. Keeping the light sources direct/
indirect is best for the eyes.
Walls should be engaging and feature
things like large scale images for coloring
with dry erase markers, word searches or
magnetic poetry and mad-libs. Strategically
placed pops of color can be introduced to
evoke energy along with environmental
branding to elicit pride.
Use a combination of carpet and hard
surface flooring that supports the
functions and creates interest.
Install TVs sparingly and try to avoid
depressing news channels. Remember,
the goal here is make people socialize and
focus on fun & creative things. If you have
a few different office locations, consider
having a live feed of each location on TVs
in these spaces so employees can see and
interact with colleagues in other places.
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THE SCIENCE BEHIND THE
CONCEPT

The free Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) “The Science

of Happiness,” offered on edX.org from Berkeley University,
focuses all of its content on how to be happy and what people
need to have in their lives in order to promote positive emotions.
According to the class, the number one way to improve happiness
is to promote socialization and surround yourself with others.
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Studies have found that isolation lights up the same part of the
brain that activates during physical pain and that loneliness
has negative health impacts (26). With the growing number of
remote employees and independent contractors, depression may
continue to thrive.



INTROVERT VS EXTROVERT
knowing the difference (28)

“Current statistics show a
rise in loneliness and a 1/3
decline in ‘close confidants’
in the US.”
While it is easy to save money by cutting back on physical square
footage, remember the importance of the happy employee and
make an effort to connect people in-person whenever possible.
Allowing flexible working with remote hours is great, but a 100%
remote workforce can be scary. Current statistics show a rise
in loneliness in the US and a decline by 1/3 of the number of
close confidants the past few generations have had. (27) Creating
opportunities at work for people to meet and be social is
extremely important.
In addition to the happiness boost, being social also increases
your compassion and empathy as you learn from and are exposed
to people who are different from you.

Extroverts tend to:
•

be drawn toward the external life of people 		
and activities

•

enjoy meeting new people and trying new things

•

tackle assignments quickly & make quick decisions

•

think out loud and on their feet

•

prefer talking to listening

•

be comfortable with multitasking and risk-taking

•

enjoy the thrill of the chase for rewards of money &
status

•

be comfortable with conflict

•

recharge by socializing

Introverts tend to:

“...being social increases
compassion and empathy...”
Although social time is vital, it’s also important to appeal to
introversion by creating spaces that allow people to have choices
and not always feel obligated to be in front of the group. These
choices will help everyone find a comfortable space to unwind
during any given time or mood.
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•

be drawn to the inner world of thought and feeling

•

prefer to devote social energy to close friends, colleagues and family

•

work slowly and deliberately

•

prefer focusing on one task at a time

•

think before speaking & listen more than they talk

•

feel like they express themselves better in writing

•

be relatively immune to lures of wealth & fame

•

dislike conflict

•

recharge be being alone



HAPPINESS ISN’T EASY-- BUT IT’S
WORTH IT

To be clear, putting a wellness room in your space isn’t going

to be the one and only thing that saves the day. Business owners
must consider many other facets on their journey to a happy
workplace, but here at BOX Studios we know human-focused
design is a good place to start. Introducing thoughtfully designed
multi-sensory wellness spaces will go further than dropping a
ping pong table in the kitchen and saying, “Have at it.”
Just remember, no matter how cool your workplace looks and
feels, things like poor work/life balance, inadequate staffing and
lack of functioning equipment and technology will quickly undo
the “happy” factor. Take the time to explore and implement
policies and management styles that encourage a psychologically
safe work environment. Encourage people to take advantage of
spaces like wellness rooms without fear of punishment. Again,
happiness isn’t elusive, but it does require effort on everyone’s
part.

ABOUT THE FIRM

ABOUT THE WRITER

BOX Studios has offices in Chicago and Denver with clients

Valerie Jardon joined the team at BOX Studios in January 2016

and projects around the world. Our areas of practice include

as a Senior Project Manager. She has 12 years of experience in

Corporate, Base-Building, Renovation, Educational, Multi-

Interior Design and is our resident, in-house expert in Visioning

Family Housing, Healthcare, Government, Mixed Use, Retail,

and Advanced Programming.

Light Industrial, Technology and Hospitality/Restaurant
sectors.

In her downtime she loves finding adventures, seeking out artistic
experiences and continuing to learn new things. She has been
married 17 years and has 2 teenage daughters that share her love
for adventure and passion for life.
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STILL INTERESTED IN LEARNING
MORE?

Check out this youtube interview from Dr. Ed Deiner of the University

of Illinois for more info: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7qSdZPAybf0
and then put down your phone and go chat with someone face to face.
Looking to gain more insights into your workplace? BOX Studios can help.
Contact us for more information on how our Strategic Partnerships can get
you detailed insights that will allow your company to learn and grow.
CONTACT:
Valerie Jardon at Box Studios | vjardon@bxstudios.com
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