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Like our planet’s resources, human
resources are not infinite. They are not
even abundant. In fact, good talent is
becoming less abundant all the time.
In the wake of the Great Recession,
employees are bummed out, burned out
and stressed out. While asking them to
do more with less may have constituted
a survival strategy over the past several
years, it is neither sustainable nor in the
organization’s best interest in the long run.

gap is making it difficult for organizations to
fill key roles. And a combination of talenthungry emerging economies and increased
globalization are escalating the war for talent.

As the economy improves, employees are no
longer happy just to have a job. Employers
who fail to recognize that times have changed
face losing their top talent to more agile
employers who understand that without great
people, people who are engaged in their
work and eager to go the extra mile, there is
no sustainable business model. Innovation
ceases. The pipeline vanishes. Customers go
elsewhere. And stock performance tumbles.

A study by LinkedIn found that
85% of the global workforce is
actively or passively looking for a
new employer.2

These are no ordinary times. Even before the
recession, organizations across the globe
were wringing their collective hands over
looming talent shortages. In spite of relatively
high unemployment, the fundamentals that
predicted tight labor markets in the near
future have not changed. Most agree that
there is not sufficient talent in the pipeline to
replace retiring Boomers. A widening skills

PwC’s 2014 Global Talent
Survey found 63% of CEOs are
concerned about the availability
of key skills.1
Top talent is not only becoming harder to
recruit, it is also getting harder to retain.

At the same time, worldwide employee
engagement levels are staggeringly low.
According to Gallup, more than
60% of the workforce is “not
engaged.” They may be doing
their job, but they are not inclined
to give anything extra. Even
worse, another 24% are “actively
disengaged”—something Gallup
defines as either wandering
around in a fog, or actively
undermining co-workers’
success.3

Key Take-Aways
4	While most organizations invest in
wellness, few address well-being.

4	The indirect costs of poor health and
well-being trump the direct costs by a
wide margin.

4	There is a direct relationship between
well-being and healthcare costs,
productivity and more.

4	The top global drivers of well-being
initiatives are increasing productivity,
improving engagement, reducing
absenteeism and reducing costs
(U.S. only).

4	Workplace strategies that address
employees’ physical, emotional,
and social well-being can increase
employee engagement.

It’s About People
People cost far more than buildings. And they
are far more valuable. They, not the machines
they operate, the desks they occupy or the
technology they use, are what ultimately
creates shareholder value. Sadly, much of
what has been called “workplace strategy”
in recent years has been more about cutting

The War for Talent
Employees are ready to jump ship

63%
of CEOs are concerned about the
availability of key skills 1

85%
of the global workforce is actively or
passively looking for a new employer 2

87%
of the global workforce is “not engaged”
or “actively disengaged” 3

Figure 1. Based on research by PwC, LinkedIn, and Gallup, the days of employees being happy just to have a job are over. Employers that want to
attract and retain the best and the brightest will need to fight for talent in the years ahead.
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costs than supporting people, frequently to
the detriment of the latter. Research shows
that happy, healthy and engaged employees
produce more and cost less.

Employee Well-Being and
Organizational Outcomes are
Intertwined

An organization’s workplaces, work
processes and work practices comprise an
ecosystem that has the potential to enhance
employee well-being and thus, organizational
performance.

Many employers would assert they make a
significant investment in employee health.
But few do so in a way the World Health
Organization and others consider optimal.

mental and social well-being
and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity.”4
If we know that good health requires more
than just physical wellness and that employee
well-being can have a big impact on business
outcomes, why do so few organizations make
the investment in it?

Since 1948 the World Health
Organization has defined health
as “a state of complete physical,

Few Make the Investment

Cost of Poor Well-Being

In spite of the benefits, few employers
invest in well-being

Direct and indirect costs

only 11%

Only 11% of U.S. organizations
offer what is considered to
be a comprehensive wellness
program.5

25–35%
of payroll

+

Hidden Costs
Engagement/Morale
Overtime/Replacement Costs
Overstaffing
Delays
Customer Inconvenience
Turnover
Accidents

+
of U.S. organizations
offer what is considered to be a
comprehensive wellness program 5

only 17%
> $150

Direct and Indirect Costs
Insurance, Medical/Pharmaceutical,
Absenteeism, Disability,
Workers compensation, Presenteeism

+

Figure 3. Research from Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) and others suggest
that the total direct and indirect cost of poor employee well-being can total 25% to 35% of payroll,
but even that is just the tip of the iceberg.

The Impact of Well-Being on Costs and Organizational Performance
Greater well-being results in lower costs and increased productivity

of the organizations with a
defined budget for wellness programs
spend more than $150 per employee
per year on their programs 6

+10%

Figure 2. According to the 2014 Willis Health
and Productivity Survey, despite the positive
benefits on business outcomes, few
organizations currently make the investment
in wellness and well-being programs.

increase in well-being
was associated with

Wellness to Well-Being
4 Employee Wellness is focused primarily
on physical health, with emphasis on
health programs, ergonomics or other
physical characteristics of the work
environment.

5%

fewer unscheduled
absences

24%

5%

increase in
job performance

16%

fewer ER
visits

60%

6%

more “best work”
days per month

20%

decrease in
hospital admissions

66%

4 Employee Well-Being includes
employee wellness, but also addresses
the psychological well-being of the
individual worker, addressing
considerations such as worker
engagement, choice and control, worklife balance, financial well-being, etc.
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lower
presenteeism

lower
medical costs

lower
prescription costs

Figure 4. According to research by The Healthways Center of Health Research and Population
Health Management (2012), as well-being increases, direct and indirect costs decrease and
employee performance improves. 12, 13
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Among those organizations
that have a defined budget
for wellness programs, only
17% spend more than $150
per employee per year on their
programs.6

expanded in the 1980’s when risk managers
began to understand the importance
of ergonomics in workplace safety and
employee health. As technology assumed a
larger role in business, the study of “cognitive
ergonomics” added mental workload,
the man/machine interface and decision
processes to the focus.

Those that do are reaping the benefits in
terms of increased engagement, greater
productivity, reduced costs, greater
shareholder value and more.

Only recently have organizations begun to
consider what a 2011 Knoll report labeled
“Holistic Ergonomics,” a concept that
embodies the physical, mental, and social
aspects of work.7

A Holistic Approach to
Workplace Well-Being

“…there is a disconnect between
the limited breadth of issues

Corporate wellness initiatives were first
explored in earnest in the 1970’s and

that office ergonomics currently
addresses, and the broader
direction in which office work
is evolving. If we focus on only
a fractional part of office work
(individual discomfort and
posture during interaction with a
computer), we risk missing many
opportunities to enhance the
well-being and performance of
office workers.”
Thanks to a growing understanding of the
importance of employee well-being, the
concept is finally making its way into C-Suite
conversations.

The Cost of Poor Well-Being
The Impact of Engagement on Key Performance Indicators

The direct cost of poor health is estimated
at about 15% of payroll.8 But the cost of
presenteeism—being physically on the job
but not performing due to poor well-being—
actually costs organizations even more
than absenteeism.9 Taken together, direct
healthcare and the cost of productivity lost
to presenteeism can total between 25% and
35% of wages.10 But even that is not the
total cost of poor employee well-being (see
Figure 3).

Engagement matters
+ 22% Profitability
+ 21% Productivity
+ 10% Customer Ratings
- 28%
- 37%

Shrinkage
Absenteeism

- 41%

Quality Defects

- 41%

Patient Safety Incidents

- 45%

Turnover

- 48%
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Figure 5. Based on Gallup’s meta-analysis of more than 250 research studies studies, covering
nearly 200 organizations in virtually 50 industries across the globe.

Poor employee well-being can reduce
engagement and morale, increase overtime,
require overstaffing, increase turnover and
make people more prone to accidents. Even
something as simple as the shift to Daylight
Savings Time has been shown to increase the

What is Driving Well-Being Programs?
A global perspective
All Regions
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Figure 6. Top drivers of well-being program across the globe based on Buck Consultants’ (a Xerox company) survey of over 1,000 companies in 37
countries.
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incidence of heart attacks, traffic accidents,
workplace incidents and presenteeism.11
Employees with high levels of well-being not
only cost their employers less, they are more
productive and more engaged in their work as
well (see Figure 4).12, 13
Eight different studies by organizations
including Harvard Business Review, World
Economic Forum and the American Journal
of Health Promotion, showed a return on
investment of wellness programs of between
144% and 3,000%.

What is Driving Corporate
Well-Being Initiatives?
While cost reduction is the primary driver of
well-being programs in the United States—
due to the fact that domestic companies
foot the bill for a large portion of employee
healthcare—outside of the U.S., the three top
drivers are reducing presenteeism, reducing
absenteeism and increasing engagement (see
Figure 6).14
The good news is that increased employee
engagement can significantly aid in improving
the other drivers.
A meta-analysis of more than 250 research
studies, covering nearly 200 organizations
in virtually 50 industries across the globe,
showed that employees with the highest
levels of engagement are absent 37% fewer
days than those with the lowest levels of
engagement. What’s more, they are more
loyal and more productive. The combined
impact of these and other key performance
indicators ultimately results in happier
customers and a stronger bottom line (see
Figure 5).15

The Leading Edge: CBRE headquarters pioneers Delos WELL®
Building Standard
In 2013, CBRE Group, a global leader
in commercial real estate services,
took a bold step toward improving the
well-being of its people. Their new
global headquarters in Los Angeles was
built in accordance with well-being
standards founded by Delos, the
pioneer of Wellness Real Estate™, and
administered by the International
WELL Building Institute™ (IWBI), a leader
in incorporating wellness in the
built environment.
The WELL Building Standard® is
the result of six years of research,
development and collaboration between
researchers, architects, engineers,
contractors and doctors from leading
medical and academic institutions.
Through the integration of The WELL
Building Standard’s evidence-based
wellness designs and technologies,
CBRE now offers an office environment
that optimizes the health and well-being
of its employees and sets a new standard
for healthy office spaces.
Delos has developed innovative solutions
for health and wellness in homes, hotels,
schools and other building types, but
the CBRE headquarters represents
the WELL Certified™ office building. It
incorporates features such as:

4	Smart lighting that not only detects
the presence or absence of people,
but operates in a way that minimizes
the disruption of circadian rhythms

4	WELL Shield™, a light-reactive
surface coating that results in cleaner
surfaces and reduces odors and
volatile organic compounds

4	Advanced air filtration and biophilics
that help purify the air

4	Non-toxic paint and low light
reflective value surfaces

The Role of Workplace
Strategy in Employee
Well-Being
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a useful
framework for thinking about workplaces,
work processes and work practices that can
impact employee well-being (see Figure 7).
In this framework, an employee’s physiological
and safety needs serve as the foundation of
the well-being pyramid. They are primarily
related to the physical aspects of work and
wellness: adequate lighting, thermal comfort,
© 2014 Knoll, Inc.

4	A Wellness Concierge who provides
health and wellness guidance to
employees

4	Ergonomic furniture and accessories
that offer comfort and posture
support for users with varying physical backgrounds
Research suggests the cumulative effect of these and other WELL Building Standard features
and operational practices will, by increasing occupant well-being, also reduce absenteeism
and presenteeism, increase productivity and even enhance creativity.
“People spend 90% of their time in buildings,” said Paul Scialla, founder of Delos. “Making the
health and well-being of a building’s occupants is a business imperative.”
The WELL Building Standard is third-party certified by the Green Building Certification
Institute—the same organization that certifies LEED buildings.
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Unless an employee’s basic needs are met,
well-being—and not-so-coincidentally,
engagement—is unattainable.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs:
4 Self-Actualization: Purpose and meaning
4 Esteem: Self-worth and respect
4 Belonging: Relationships and connections
4 Safety: Security, safety and stability
4	Physiological: Physical health and
comforts

Ready, Set, Well
A handful of organizations have taken
bold steps toward creating workplaces,
work processes and work practices that
promote the physical, mental and social
health of its employees. Of the more leading
edge solutions currently employed, Delos
and CBRE recently partnered to create the
first WELL Certified™ building (see sidebar,
page 4).
There is no lack of resources when it
comes to making health and well-being an
organizational priority. In addition to Delos,
Gallup, Healthways, Mercer, Towers Watson,
Virgin and many others have been in the
business of employee wellness.
Starting on the Path to Well-Being (see
sidebar) and Putting Well-Being to Work
(see Table 1, page 6) offer a process and a
collection of practical activities from Knoll,
and others, on how well-being can be easily
integrated into an organization’s workplaces,
work practices and work processes.

Closing Thoughts
Unlike other business assets—buildings,
technology, investments—people have a
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Applying Maslow’s Hierarchy to the Workplace

Self-Actualization
Esteem
Belonging

purpose, values, empowerment
trust, respect, autonomy, transparency
social needs, team dynamics, culture,
connections
ergonomics, privacy, safety, work-life fit

Safety
Physiological

lighting, temperature, food,
movement, air quality, noise, health

WELLNESS

As one facility executive stated
during a recent Knoll roundtable,16
“A great workplace is about
more than real-estate. It’s about
empowering people and making
them feel connected to the
company—to our brand and culture.”

Wellness? Well-Being? How does it relate to workplace strategy?

WELL-BEING

reasonable noise levels, sufficient privacy, etc.
Employees are often dissatisfied when these
basic needs are not met. But just as with
Maslow’s original hierarchy, having them met,
or exceeded, does not create satisfaction.

Figure 7. Only once an employee’s basic physiological and safety needs are met can they begin to
think about the kinds of things that foster engagement.

“Without a healthy workforce with the right skills and
good working environment, optimal production isn’t achieved and reputational
risks are exposed. Quality suffers. Turnover, absenteeism, and recruitment costs
soar, and workers’ health and safety are jeopardized.”
—PWC 17TH ANNUAL GLOBAL CEO SURVEY

choice about whom they work for, how much
they give to their job and how they impact the
people around them.
In the industrial era, people were needed
to run the machines that created the things
that led to business success. In a knowledge
economy, human capital is the means to
business success. The knowledge, skills,
creativity and connections of its people are an
organization’s primary, and oftentimes only,
performing assets.
That changes everything. It changes the
nature of competition. It changes the
employer-employee contract. It changes the
perspective of the value proposition from
that of the pursuer to that of the pursued.
It dictates that the retention of talent and
attraction of the best and brightest take
precedence over short-term interest. It
changes how employers need to treat their
people—addressing their higher needs and
wants if they wish to keep them on board. And
it changes how organizations think about the
where, when and how of work.
Ultimately, what is good for people is good for
the organization. To win in the years ahead,
organizations will need to concentrate efforts
on ensuring the sustainability of their most
important asset, their people.

Starting on the Path to Well-Being
When considering what well-being
activities are right for your organizational
culture, the following process can help
you get started.
Gain and Recruit Support

4	Secure senior level endorsement and
commitment

4	Assemble a “Well Team” of crossfunctional influencers from various
levels within the organization
Create and Execute a Well-Being
Strategy
1.	Define goals and objectives for the
well-being initiative
2.	Discover employee and workplace
needs and opportunities for
improvement
3.	Develop and test the well-being
strategy—aligning the physical
workplace vision with organizational
work practices and work processes
4.	Implement the well-being strategy
and promote through communication,
education and managers who lead
by example
5.	Evaluate goals and continually measure
well-being activities’ impact to assess
successes and opportunities
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Putting Well-Being to Work
Table 1. Offers a collection of practical activities on how well-being can be easily integrated into an organization’s workplaces, work
practices and work processes. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs creates a framework for these activities. Physiological and safety, the
most fundamental levels of needs, form the foundation of the pyramid, while belonging, esteem and self-actualization shape the top.

PH YS IOLOG ICA L

PHYS ICAL HE ALTH AND COMFORTS

Workplaces
4	Offer connections to nature
· Design for visual access to daylight and outdoors
· Incorporate plants throughout the workplace

Work Practices and Work Processes
4 Promote a healthy lifestyle
· Offer healthy food and drink options on-site
· Post and email healthy workplace tips
· Provide wellness incentives
· Establish work policies that discourage overworking
· Encourage leaders to lead by example
· Conduct wellness and well-being training
· Offer medical benefits that include prevention

4	Ensure physical comfort
· Use sound masking or sound absorbing materials
· Provide refuge rooms for retreat and concentration
4	Encourage movement and activity
· Centralize printers, trash cans and other commonly used resources
· Provide a variety of fitness options on- and off-site
· Beautify stairwells
· Provide a range of work surface heights
· Create spaces to accommodate standing meetings

SA FET Y

S ECURIT Y, SAFET Y AND STABILIT Y

Workplaces
4 Provide holistic ergonomics support
· Select seating that promotes a full range of movement
· Provide monitor arms to reduce eye and neck strain
· Offer keyboard trays to lessen muscle strain
· Provide LED task lights to ease eye strain
4 Eliminate dangers and toxins
· Equip indoor and outdoor areas with appropriate light levels
· Ensure proper signage and wayfinding systems
· Use low volatile organic compound (VOC) materials
· Use non-toxic, hypoallergenic cleaners
4 Design for personal and information security
· Install key-card access systems
· Provide access to lockable storage
· Secure electronic devices from cyber threats

4 Encourage active workdays
· Remind employees to take frequent breaks
· Discourage working lunches
· Promote standing and walking meetings

Work Practices and Work Processes
4	Cover the basics
· Provide workspace safety and ergonomics training
· Provide workplace behavior and conflict coaching
· Discourage and address office politics
· Establish governance that ensures fair and equitable
treatment
4 Reduce work-life conflict
· Offer alternative work locations
· Provide paid sick leave and personal time off
· Discourage employees from coming to work sick
· Support parental leave and eldercare
· Offer flexible work schedules
· Make counseling available
4 Create a culture of safety
· Make it safe for employees to report threats
· Establish clear workplace safety policies and procedures
· Routinely hold safety awareness events
· Develop a crisis communication plan
· Practice for emergencies

continued
© 2014 Knoll, Inc.
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B E LONG I NG

REL ATIONSHIPS AND CONNECTIONS

Workplaces
4	Make it easy for people to connect with each other
· Provide collaboration and communication tools to engage on-site and
remote employees
· Plan on-site touchdown spaces for mobile employees
· Offer technical support for on-site and remote employees
4 Foster community
· Provide a “welcome” concierge
· Provision gathering spaces with comfortable furnishings
· Offer a café to promote chance encounters
· Provide movable whiteboards to support informal meetings
4 Tell your story
· Use physical environment to display brand and culture
· Reinforce brand image throughout online presence
· Provide storage and surfaces for publicly displaying personal objects

E STE E M

Work Practices and Work Processes
4 Create a sense of community
· Recognize team accomplishments
· Encourage mutual trust and respect
4 Promote inclusion
· Provide diversity training
· Include remote workers in activities
· Respect time zone differences
4 Establish the vision
· Ensure employees understand the organizational mission
· Connect individual goals to the broader vision
· Conduct regular performance reviews

SELF-WORTH AND RESPECT

Workplaces
4 Design spaces to build rapport and trust
· Include employees in the workplace design process
· Provide refuge spaces for one-on-one coaching
· Incorporate glass walls to reinforce transparency
· Incorporate enclave spaces for small group interaction
4 Provide for a range of sensory experiences
· Use color, texture, materials, lighting and graphics to engage senses
· Organize the spatial layout into different work zones

Work Practices and Work Processes
4 Provide opportunities for personal growth
· Make career development a priority
· Provide continual skills training
· Offer tuition reimbursement
· Fit the right people to the right job
· Support cross-functional mentorship
4 Endorse transparency
· Manage with integrity and consistency
· Make it safe for employees to express concerns
· Foster a “do the right thing” mindset
4 Gather and embrace feedback
· Administer well-being and engagement surveys
· Implement a 360-degree feedback process

S E LF-ACTUA LI Z ATION

PURPOSE AND ME ANING

Workplaces
4 Provide the power of choice and autonomy
· Offer an array of workspace types to choose from
· Provide furnishings and accessories that allow for personalization
· Support consumerization of workspaces and technology
· Provide easy-to-use, best-in-class technology
· Eliminate entitlement-based provisioning
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Work Practices and Work Processes
4 Embrace a higher purpose
· Incorporate social good in organization’s mission
· Eliminate hierarchy
4 Energize the workforce
· Encourage and support volunteer work,
community involvement and altruism
· Offer sabbaticals, job swaps, career diversion
and stretch projects
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Through research, Knoll explores the connection between workspace design and human behavior, health and performance, and the
quality of the user experience. We share and apply what we learn to inform product development and help our customers shape their work
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