
COLLABORATIVE WORKSPACES

Biophilic Design
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The ‘biophilia hypothesis’ is described by American 
Biologist Edward Osborne Wilson as “The urge to affiliate 
with other forms of life”. That urge has driven the rise in 
biophilic design within the workplace which has had a 
profound effect on employee wellbeing. 

A truly biophilic office space goes way beyond a few 
plants scattered around an open window; it’s about 
focussing the design around elements of the natural 
world which improve human health and productivity. 
This whitepaper will delve into the world of biophilic 
design and establish what the key principals are and 
how they can be applied to real life office design, as 
well as analysing its effect on employee wellbeing                         
and productivity. 

The Spheres – Amazon Offices, Seattle

The effect of biophilic 
design on wellbeing 



Biophilic design aims to reduce stress, enhance creativity 
and improve wellbeing by incorporating the natural world 
into man made spaces. It involves the use of natural 
building materials, specific structural geometry and 
sustainable processes. Biophilic design goes beyond just 
decreasing the environmental impact of a building, as it 
also looks to reconnect those within the building to the 
natural world.

What is biophilic design?
Biophilia itself refers to humankind’s 
innate biological connection with nature, 
and by encouraging that connection 
through office design, businesses can 
expect to see less sickness related 
absences and increased wellbeing 
throughout their teams.
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Seven principles of
biophilic design
In order for a building design to be considered 
biophilic, there are seven principles it should 
include. Although there is no ‘one size fits all’ 
definition of what makes a design biophilic, the 
following seven elements are the tell-tale signs 
which contribute to the occupiers perceived 
connection to nature.



Ideally, a building with a biophilic 
design would have a view of 
the natural world, whether that 
be a view of woodland areas 
or a balcony which overlooks 
heathland. Of course, when 
the building is within a built-up 
area, a ‘natural view’ must be 
manmade and could incorporate 
‘living walls’ trees being planted 
around the building or even 
within it.

The benefit on wellbeing
A visual connection with nature 
has been connected to lower 
blood pressure and heart rate, 
improved mental engagement 
and attentiveness as well as 
contributing to an overall 
improvement in happiness.

A view of 
nature
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It’s not just visual stimuli which 
help to create a true biophilic 
design; the sense of touch, smell 
and hearing also need to be 
stimulated. This is where textures, 
fragrances and physical stimuli 
come into play.

The benefit on wellbeing

By invigorating the other senses 
through biophilic design, studies 
have shown that systolic blood 
pressure and stress hormones are 
reduced, cognitive performance 
is enhanced and overall mental 
health and tranquillity are 
improved.

Non visual 
stimuli
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Temperatures and airflow which 
replicate a natural environment 
help to enhance the overall 
connection with nature on a 
sensory level. By including subtle 
changes in air temperature, 
humidity and airflow through 
each room, it is possible to mimic 
a natural environment.

The benefit on wellbeing

A natural airflow variability has 
been known to positively impact 
comfort, wellbeing, productivity, 
concentration and perceived 
temporal or spatial pleasure.

Airflow 
variability
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Whether it be through a water 
fountain or a natural flow of 
water throughout the building, 
the presence of water ignites the 
senses as it is seen, heard and 
touched. The flow rate of the 
water can create anything from a 
calm to a chaotic environment, so 
a gentle flow rate is best.

The benefit on wellbeing

A flow of water within the 
building has been associated 
with reduced stress, lower 
heartrate and blood pressure, an 
increased feeling of tranquillity, 
improved concentration and 
memory restoration, enhanced 
perception and psychological 
responsiveness as well as positive 
emotional responses.

A presence 
of water
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Varying the intensity of light 
throughout the day and in 
different areas of the working 
environment helps to replicate 
natural lighting conditions and 
softens the transition between 
indoor and outdoor places.

The benefit on wellbeing

Natural, dynamic lighting 
systems have been known to 
positively impact circadian 
system functioning, which keeps 
up in sync with the 24-hour 
day, therefore improving sleep 
patterns too. This type of lighting 
is also associated with increased 
visual comfort and overall 
productivity.

Dynamic 
lighting
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Patterns, shapes, contours and 
textures used within a building’s 
design can have a symbolic 
reference to the natural world, 
whether that be through the 
spacing of each structural 
element or a design inspired by 
natural entities.

The benefit on wellbeing

Biomorphic patterns and shapes 
are known to reduce stress due 
to an induced shift in focus, as 
well as enhancing concentration 
and creating an overall preferred 
view.

Biomorphic 
patterns 
& shapes
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A big part of any biophilic 
design is the spacing of different 
elements, which can incorporate 
fractal geometries to create a 
natural alignment throughout the 
design. Simplicity in the spacing 
of the design is key. The layout 
should also provide places of 
refuge for occupants as well as 
collaborative, social areas.

The benefit on wellbeing

A well-structured spatial 
hierarchy creates a sense of free 
movement within the building, 
which in turn helps to reduce 
stress and increase the overall 
satisfaction levels of those within 
the space.

Spacial 
hierarchy
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Biophilic design case studies
Biophilic design has been proven to improve 
wellbeing in a wide variety of industries, 
including the education, health and corporate 
sectors. Seeing the principles of biophilic design 
be put into action can be truly inspiring, and 
there are businesses and buildings across the 
world adopting this mesmerising approach 
to design.



The average worker in the UK, including part time 
workers, spends around 31 hours per week at work.
That’s a lot of time spent in one building, and if that 
building has not been designed with the worker’s 
wellbeing in mind, businesses can lose money due 
to deceased productivity, focus, and an increase in 
absenteeism and poor health. Studies over the past 
ten years have suggested that there are five clear 
requirements for a working environment to encourage 
productivity and growth:

• An ever-changing environment (e.g. changing 
temperature, lighting, airflow etc.)

• The ability to control the environment
• Access to meaningful stimuli
• Specific spaces for each individual to feel safe
• and comfortable
• A view of the outside world

Biophilic design in the workplace can cover all of these 
requirements. An American study by I. Elzeyadi which 
looked at the absentee rates within three different 
sections of one building, one which overlooked trees, one 
which overlooked the street and one which had no view 
at all found that when the architecture has no connection 
to nature, there is a 10% increase in absenteeism. This 
indicates that a lack of connection to nature has a 
negative effect on overall employee health and wellbeing.

Biophilic design in 
the workplace – the 
effect on employee 
wellbeing
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Biophilic design sustainably enhances employee well-
being. Organic life is used to bring a calming energy to 
the bright white terraces with shades of green plant-life 
expertly utilised as welcome splashes of colour on a big, 
open canvas. Biophilia brings a very real physical benefit 
to the air quality of the space as well as a triumphant 
aesthetic achievement.

Case study
Maximising space and nurturing 
natural organic design – the Agristo 
Headquarters perfectly encapsulates 
how biophilia can breathe life into 
any space.
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There is perhaps no environment more influential on 
the overall mood and wellbeing of its occupants than 
a hospital. Whilst the idea of a hospital is often filled 
with negative connotations, there is a real opportunity 
to look at how biophilic design can create a peaceful, 
calming and positive environment for both the patients 
and the medical staff working there. Many studies have 
been done on the effects of biophilia in hospitals, and 
the results show faster recovery rates for patients, 
decreased medication dependency, a reduction in stress 
for both staff and patient’s families as well as an overall 
improvement in emotional wellness.

A 1984 study by Roger Ulrich measured the influence of 
natural vs urban sceneries on patients recovering from 
gallbladder surgery. Some patients were given a view of 
nature, while the others were given a view of a brick wall. 
The results showed a quicker recovery time for patients 
benefiting from a view of nature, and they were released 
from hospital after 7.96 days, compared to 8.71 days for 
patients with the view of a brick wall. This was not only 
great news for the patients themselves but also meant 
that over time there were sizable cost savings for the 
hospital itself.

Biophilic design in 
hospitals – the effect 
on patient wellbeing
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Incorporating the building’s open design, the long stretch 
of vibrant plant life adds true character to the space. The 
luxuriant foliage in raised beds with terrazzo garden walls 
offers privacy to the adjoining rooms as well as providing 
a striking feature to be viewed from the upper levels. 
Wooden seating found within the greenery have been 
installed to promote moments of reflection within the 
walls of the hospital for those who may need it.

Case study
For any hospital, well-being is of 
paramount importance. For Dijklander 
Hospital in The Netherlands, Biophilic 
design takes centre stage.
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Biophilic design, and particularly the incorporation 
of daylight within the classroom, has been known to 
improve student test scores and overall health as well 
as increasing learning rates. A study of daylighting in 
schools revealed that children learn 20-26% faster in 
natural daylight and test scores are 7-18% higher than 
students learning in non-daylight environments.

Looking beyond the daylighting element of biophilia, 
exposure to nature has also been found to reduce the 
stress levels of students, and studies have shown that 
96% of children prefer outdoor to indoor locations.

Biophilic design in 
schools – the effect 
on student wellbeing
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In an education setting, biophilic design helps to 
involve and immerse the next generation within the 
natural world as we all try to move towards a sustainable 
future. With a proven positive effect on well-being, 
biophilic design can help to reduce the ever-increasing 
stresses and worries that hamper younger minds today. 
Biophilic design sustainably benefits the pupils while 
giving them a true appreciation for the natural world 
though beautiful design.

Case study
As the country’s first biophilic school, 
St Mary’s Catholic Voluntary Academy 
is designed to deliver education 
surrounded by plants and wildlife – 
enhancing the learning experience 
of its pupils.
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The first steps towards 
biophilic office design
Many architects and designers will be very 
strict on what qualifies as a ‘biophilic design’, 
and this can discourage some people 
from attempting to bring biophilia into the 
workplace as they do not have the time, 
resources and opportunities to completely 
follow all the processes of biophilic design. 

At AXIS House, we believe that you can learn 
from the principles of biophilic design and 
make a connection with nature no matter 
what your current office looks like or where
it is located.



If your office is located in an urban, built up area, you 
may be wondering how on earth you are going to 
achieve a view of nature in the office. You’ll need to think 
beyond the obvious view through a window, or from a 
balcony, and think about how you can provide visual 
stimuli within your own space. Portraits, paintings and 
even screens built into the wall can display imagery of the 
natural world and of course plants and trees can bring a 
real life visual stimulus into the office.

A view of nature
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A sense of touch, smell and sound can be easily 
transported into any office. The sense of touch might be 
created through wicker chairs, or large ferns being placed 
around the office which brush up against anyone who 
walks by. A sense of smell can be easily created through 
a simple herb garden, or a lavender diffuser and in terms 
of sound, studies suggest that plants and shrubbery, 
particularly modular green walls, have acoustic benefits, 
including sound diffusion and deflection, making the 
office a more peaceful environment.

Non-visual stimuli
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A simple way to increase airflow variability within the 
office is to open the window and let the air in, but you 
run the risk of creating an uncomfortable environment 
that way. Other methods include incorporating air 
conditioning units, suitable ventilation systems and 
heaters.

If possible, offer the option to sit either inside or 
outside and position furniture within the room so 
some is positioned within the sunnier areas of 
the office and some within areas of shade.

Airflow variability
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When considering the presence of water, it’s 
important to understand what is appropriate in a 
working environment. Keeping the water flow to a 
minimum will help reduce any potential disturbance, so 
if a water feature/fountain is added to the environment 
then it should have a calm flow. When it comes to 
biophilic design, it is preferred that the water keeps as 
natural a flow as possible, so a great option is to hang 
rain chains outside of the windows, so when it does 
rain the occupants of the building can watch these 
natural water features performing at their best.

A presence of water
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Varying the lighting throughout your building is best 
done through natural lighting, so make sure you 
maximise any exposure to daylight through your windows 
by ensuring the surrounding furniture does not block 
them and that desks are facing towards the windows. 
There are also many ‘natural daylight lamps’ on the 
market which can keep your lighting dynamic.

Dynamic lighting
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If your building has already been built, then incorporating 
biomorphic patters and shapes into its overall design can 
be difficult, however it is possible. One way in which this 
can be done is by including furniture made from natural 
woods which have curved forms and fractal patterns. 
Avoiding furniture with right angles and straight lines 
will give the room a more natural feel. Considering the 
smaller details within the building, such as window 
trims and mouldings, free standing sculptures 
and even the design of wall décor will all 
help towards creating biomorphic 
patterns and shapes.

Biomorphic patterns 
& shapes
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The idea of having a spatial hierarchy within the office 
is all about creating an order of things which best 
represents a natural pattern. Finding the optimal 
positioning for everything within your office to maximise 
its effect on wellbeing is a difficult task, so it might take 
some experimenting. It’s all about having an interesting 
and complex layout which arouses intrigue in order to 
improve mental stimulation.

Spatial hierarchy
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Applying the principles of biophilic design to 
your office is best done at the very beginning of a 
refurbishment. It will take careful planning, but when 
done correctly you can improve the wellbeing of your 
employees by offering them a connection to nature 
within the workplace. 

This is certainly a design trend which is picking 
up huge momentum, with big name brands such 
as Amazon creating giant biospheres to keep their 
employees as close to nature as possible in an 
urban environment such as Seattle.

If you want to discuss how you can bring biophilic 
design into your office, get in touch with the team 
at AXIS House today who specialise in the design 
of vibrant workplaces to enhance the health and 
wellbeing of staff, call us on 01425 481980 or visit 
our website axis-house.com

https://axis-house.com/
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