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Abstract - This qualitative case study investigates how introducing biophilic design elements into a creative workplace changed staff 

experience, psychological states, and creative behavior’s. The study was motivated by concerns that modern urban work environments—

characterized by concrete boundaries, limited daylight, and minimal nature contact—contribute to stress and reduced creative output. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews (n = 14), participant observation over eight weeks, and basic descriptive statistics 

from staff self-reports before and after interventions. The biophilic retrofit included increased natural light, indoor planting and 

landscaping, open-plan reconfiguration, natural materials (wood and stone finishes), and nature-inspired patterns. Thematic analysis 

identified five major themes: (1) Environmental stress and sensory fatigue in non-biophilic settings, (2) Psychological restoration after 

biophilic interventions, (3) Enhanced creative engagement and collaboration, (4) Strengthened workplace identity and belonging, and (5) 

The perception of biophilic design as essential for creativity-oriented workplaces. Findings align with Attention Restoration Theory and 

recent empirical work showing productivity and well-being benefits from nature-rich interiors. Results suggest that, for creativity-driven 

organizations, biophilic design should be considered a core design requirement rather than an optional aesthetic choice. Practical 

recommendations for interior designers and employers are provided. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Context and Rationale 

Contemporary office workers spend the majority of their waking hours indoors, and urbanization has progressively reduced regular 

contact with nature. Biophilic design proposes reconnecting people with elements of the natural world within built environments—

through daylighting, vegetation, natural materials, and spatial configurations that echo ecological patterns—to promote 

psychological and physiological benefits (Wilson, 1984; Kellert, 2008). Creative workplaces in particular depend on cognitive 

flexibility, low stress, and opportunities for spontaneous collaboration. Yet many such spaces remain dominated by concrete 

enclosures, artificial lighting, and partitioned plans that inhibit restorative experiences and idea flow. This case study examines the 

lived experiences of staff working long hours in a creative studio that underwent a biophilic retrofit, focusing on how design changes 

affected stress, creativity, and workplace attachment. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

Despite an expanding literature documenting physiological and cognitive benefits of natural exposure, most workplace research 

remains quantitative and experimental. Fewer studies explore the subjective, lived experience of employees as offices transition 

from non-biophilic to biophilic conditions. This gap limits practical guidance for interior designers who must translate evidence into 

feasible design strategies. 

1.3 Research Purpose & Questions 

This research aims to explore employees’ lived experiences of a biophilic retrofit and to understand how these elements influenced 

psychological states and productivity. Primary research questions: 

1. How do employees describe their experiences of biophilic elements in the workplace? 

2. What psychological responses (e.g., stress reduction, restoration) do employees associate with these elements? 

3. In what ways do staff perceive biophilic design as influencing creativity and collaborative behavior’s? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Biophilic Design Theory 

The “biophilia” hypothesis suggests an innate human tendency to affiliate with nature (Wilson, 1984). Biophilic design 

operationalizes this tendency in the built environment through three categories: Nature in the Space (direct nature), Natural 

Analogues (materials and patterns), and Nature of the Space (spatial configurations such as prospect and refuge) (Terrapin Bright 

Green; Kellert).  

2.2 Attention Restoration and Environmental Psychology 

Attention Restoration Theory (ART) posits that natural environments replenish directed attention capacity and reduce mental 

fatigue, improving concentration and creativity (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kaplan, 1995). ART helps explain why micro-restorative 

experiences—brief visual or sensory contact with nature—can have outsized benefits in work settings.  

2.3 Empirical Evidence: Productivity and Well-Being 

Field experiments and laboratory studies indicate measurable benefits of indoor greenery and multisensory biophilic interventions. 

Notably, field experiments in Europe found productivity gains (≈15%) when “lean” offices were enriched with plants and natural 

elements (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2014). Multisensory biophilic interventions (visual + auditory) have been shown to reduce stress and 

enhance cognitive performance in office occupants (Aristizábal et al., 2021). More recent longitudinal work suggests that nature 

exposure increases well-being partly through vigor and moderated by nature relatedness (Valor, 2024). These studies collectively 

support the thesis that biophilic design enhances both subjective and objective workplace outcomes.  

2.4 Gaps and Contribution 

While the benefit profile for biophilic design is growing, qualitative accounts that connect lived experience and design decisions 

are limited. This study contributes an in-depth thematic analysis of staff narratives before and after an applied biophilic intervention 

in a real creative workplace, offering actionable design implications. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design 

A single-case qualitative design (embedded case study) was chosen to produce an in-depth, contextualized understanding of 

employees’ experiences during the transition from a non-biophilic to a biophilic workplace. The study emphasized 

phenomenological elements—capturing lived experience—and used thematic analysis to generate robust themes. 

3.2 Participants and Setting 

Participants were 14 staff members (designers, illustrators, project leads; 9 female, 5 male; age range 24–48) who worked at the 

creative studio and spent extended hours on site. Purposive sampling targeted employees who had been present both before and 

after the retrofit to allow comparative reflections. 

3.3 Data Collection 

Data collection occurred over two phases: 

• Phase 1 (Pre-intervention): Semi-structured interviews (n = 14) and observation notes documenting behavior’s, break 

patterns, and spatial use in the concrete-bounded layout; staff also completed a brief well-being and creativity self-report 

survey (baseline). 

• Phase 2 (Post-intervention, 6–8 weeks after retrofit): Repeat interviews, observations, and the same self-report survey. 

Intervention components: Increased daylight access (addition of light shelves and reconfiguration of desks near windows), indoor 

landscaping (planters, living wall), partial removal of low partitions (open plan pockets), natural material finishes (timber desks, 

stone cladding), and nature-inspired graphics on key walls. 

Ethical approval was obtained from [Institutional Review Board]; participants gave informed consent and anonymity was ensured. 

Quotes are anonymized (P1…P14). 

3.4 Data Analysis 
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Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed alongside observational notes to ensure triangulation and 

strengthen the credibility of the findings. A six-step thematic analysis process was followed, including familiarization with the data, 

generating initial codes, identifying potential themes, reviewing and refining these themes, defining their scope, and producing the 

final synthesis. Descriptive statistics from participants’ self-reported responses were used to complement the qualitative insights, 

providing an indication of the extent and magnitude of perceived changes before and after the intervention. 

3.5 Trustworthiness 

Credibility was supported by member checking (participants reviewed thematic summaries), triangulation (interviews, observations, 

survey), and reflexivity (researcher diary documenting positionality and potential biases). 

4. CASE STUDY FINDINGS (THEMATIC ANALYSIS) 

The thematic analysis revealed a clear distinction between the pre- and post-intervention workspace conditions. Initially, employees 

described the non-biophilic environment as oppressive and mentally fatiguing, citing heavy artificial lighting, sensory strain, and 

social withdrawal. Observations supported these accounts, showing slumped posture, frequent micro-breaks, and limited 

collaboration. Survey results reinforced this trend, with 72% reporting high stress and 65% noting reduced creativity. These findings 

indicate that the absence of natural cues heightened cognitive load and impaired attentional restoration. Following the introduction 

of biophilic elements, however, participants reported immediate psychological relief, noting calmer mood, deeper breathing, and 

improved focus when exposed to daylight and greenery. Behaviorally, employees spent more time in naturally lit or plant-rich zones, 

with stress levels dropping to 21% and 83% affirming mood improvements—evidence of nature’s restorative contribution to 

workplace well-being. 

Beyond stress reduction, the biophilic redesign stimulated creative engagement and strengthened workplace culture. Participants 

described spontaneous sketch sessions, freer idea flow near natural textures, and more collaborative interactions overall, with post-

intervention surveys showing 67% improved idea generation and 58% more spontaneous collaboration. Employees also developed 

a stronger sense of identity and belonging within the enhanced environment, personalizing spaces and engaging more positively 

with colleagues, reflected in 79% reporting greater workplace connection. Ultimately, the majority perceived biophilic design not 

as an optional aesthetic enhancement but as essential to creative work, with 81% stating it should be a permanent design requirement. 

Together, the themes demonstrate that integrating natural elements supports cognitive flexibility, emotional regulation, social 

cohesion, and overall creative performance, positioning biophilic design as a fundamental component of creativity-oriented 

workplaces. 

5. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Integration with Theoretical and Empirical Work 

The findings align strongly with Attention Restoration Theory: natural elements provided opportunities for effortless attention and 

recovery, leading to improved concentration and ideation. The measured productivity-adjacent improvements—greater idea 

generation and spontaneous collaboration—resonate with field experiments that found productivity gains (≈15%) after greening 

interventions (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2014). PubMed Multisensory biophilic research further supports that combined visual and 

auditory/natural cues amplify benefits; interviewees reported that tactile materials, plant sounds, and diffused daylight jointly 

improved mood and performance—consistent with Aristizábal et al. (2021).  

5.2 Practical Mechanisms 

Three practical mechanisms emerged from participant narratives: 

1. Micro-restoration: brief visual or proximate contact with plants or daylight reduced acute stress. 

2. Environmental affordances for collaboration: open plan pockets and planter-benches acted as physical affordances that 

invited co-creation. 

3. Symbolic signaling: natural finishes signaled organizational investment in staff well-being, increasing job satisfaction and 

discretionary effort. 

These mechanisms suggest a design logic wherein biophilic elements operate both instrumentally (physiological restoration) and 

symbolically (organizational signaling). 

5.3 Implications for Designers and Employers 
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Interior designers should prioritize daylight access, strategic planning, natural finish palettes, and small-scale spatial interventions 

(planter seating, living walls, daylight shelves) that create both restorative refuges and collaborative pockets. Employers can 

implement low-cost pilots (potted plants, movable planters, task relocation to daylight zones) to test impact before larger retrofits. 

Recent evidence indicates such investments align with improvements in well-being and productivity, and may be particularly 

important given rising rates of workplace anxiety among younger employees.  

6. LIMITATIONS 

This single-case study is context-bound and relies on self-reported perceptions supplemented by observation; generalizability is 

limited. The time window (6–8 weeks post-intervention) captures short-term adaptation but not long-term sustainability. Future 

research should include mixed-method longitudinal designs and objective performance metrics (e.g., task accuracy, output counts) 

to triangulate perceived gains. 

7. CONCLUSION 

This case study demonstrates that modest, well-targeted biophilic interventions can transform a creativity-oriented workplace from 

a stress-inducing environment into one that fosters restoration, idea generation, collaboration, and stronger workplace attachment. 

Findings reinforce theoretical expectations from ART and align with empirical work showing productivity and well-being benefits 

from nature-rich interiors. For organizations whose core value is creative output, biophilic design should be considered an essential, 

evidence-based strategy rather than an aesthetic add-on. 
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Appendix (Sampling Instruments & Example Interview Questions) 

Example Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

1. How would you describe the workspace before the recent changes? 

2. Can you tell me about any moments during the day when you felt particularly stressed or restored? 

3. What differences (if any) have you noticed in your creative processes since the retrofit? 

4. How do specific elements (plants, daylight, timber finishes) affect your mood and ability to focus? 

5. Would you recommend these design changes for other creative studios? Why or why not? 
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