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Sitting is the new smoking. Healthy is the new wealthy. And 
creating an active workplace is the new “green.” 

Thanks to headlines like these, today’s organizations are 
regularly reminded that workplace wellness matters. It seems 
at every turn companies are strongly encouraged to promote 
worker movement and doing so can reap big returns and 
rewards—among them, fewer sick days, lower insurance costs, 
and increased productivity, employee satisfaction and retention. 

But awareness isn’t the same as attainment and organizations 
still struggle with the concept of movement. Most recognize 
that simply adding a row of sit-stand desks is neither a holistic 
nor adequate response. Likewise, simply adopting traditional 
ergonomic principles will not go far enough for today’s workers 
and modern work environments. 

Clearly, supporting, developing and encouraging a more active 
workplace is a much bigger and much greater challenge. It 
doesn’t make it any easier for companies as they face a barrage 
of promising new products and newly proposed environmental 
concepts steadily introduced by the architectural, design and 
furniture industries. Not to mention, a need to stick to corporate 
budgets and manage fi nite resources. 

INTRODUCTION
This white paper attempts to help companies laser-focus their 
efforts to effectively create and sustain active workplaces. It 
does so by suggesting that success comes from recognizing and 
addressing the four Cs. They are: 

1. Changing Workplace Dynamics 
2. Competition for Top Talent
3. Comfort + Active Movement = Ergonomics 2.0
4. Cost-Competitive Return on Workplace Investment 

According to our research, these four Cs are the chief evolving 
infl uencers shaping today’s active workplace. As such, this 
white paper summarizes several effective strategies for 
addressing the four Cs in order to successfully nurture and 
maintain a vibrant, active workplace. 

To create a truly engaging, comfortable and stimulating 
atmosphere, we recommend using an integrated approach, one 
that creatively merges the various strategies herein to meet 
both workplace objectives and the work-life objectives that are 
vital to today’s workforce.
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The workplace (where work takes place) and the workforce 
(who workers are) are both changing dramatically. Based on 
assured and continued change, the entire concept of work in 
the future (how work gets done and when) promises to become 
even more fl exible than ever imagined. 

What are the driving forces behind current and future changing 
workplace dynamics? Several factors, but the following three 
fi gure most prominently and deserve to be incorporated into any 
overall active-design plan.

1. CHANGING WORKPLACE DYNAMICS

Today’s offi ces are more than places 
where people come to do work. The 
real underlying value is that they 
are also places to make personal 
connections with colleagues, which 
can spark creativity, problem-solving 
and innovative ideas that will 
propel organizations forward. While 
collaboration is still an important 
clarion call, the events that generate 
signifi cant ideas and breakthroughs 
often result from serendipitous 
moments, or positive “collisions” with 
other colleagues. 

Since having the best, brightest and 
most talented workers is essential 
to success, the physical workspace 
should foster and promote both 
spontaneous and planned connections 
among that coveted talent pool. 

» POSITIVE “COLLISIONS”

Therefore, the best active-design 
workplaces are those that provide 
a variety of dedicated collaborative 
areas that support informal 
interactions and maximize chance 
encounters. This will further an 
organization’s efforts to enhance 
creativity and promote teamwork. 
Creating a workplace that is designed 
to ignite a signifi cantly higher level of 
unplanned, positive collisions can help 
foster a more engaging offi ce culture 
and provide a compelling experience 
for both employees and guests.

2



Because the nature of today’s 
work is so complex and 
unpredictable, a single, all-
purpose workstation doesn’t 
cut it for most knowledge 
workers. People want their 
workplace furniture to meet 
their varied work styles 
based on what they need to 
accomplish. They also want 
it available when they need 
it. In response, an activity-
based approach emphasizes 
the need for agile work zones 
(providing for various functions 
of focus/quiet, social, learning, 
collaboration) and adjustable, 
ergonomic workstations. 

There are many examples 
of this approach in today’s 
workplaces. They include 
creatively designing high-
value collaborative spaces 
to reduce individual space 
needs; providing access to 
unassigned, community, 
ergonomically designed 

FOCUS
Allows workers to concentrate on 
a specifi c task without distraction.

COLLABORATION
Bringing individuals together to 
achieve one goal.

SOCIAL
Informal interactions that foster 
relationships among coworkers.

LEARNING
Opportunities for knowledge 
building, or exploring ways 
to improve on what’s already 
happening.

» CHOICE OF WORK STYLES

workstations; and giving 
people the ability to morph, 
move and modify a portion of 
their spaces for more user-
defi ned work environments.  

Workplace designers also 
need to provide a variety of 
agile work zones or purpose-
built areas for specifi c 
activities that are accessible 
to all. Activity settings might 
include impromptu collision 
meeting areas, formal meeting 
spaces, stand-biased project 
rooms, individual adjustable 
workspaces and informal 
social break areas. 

This integrated agile zoning 
approach can help make 
up for the shortcomings of 
exclusively cubical, cellular or 
open-plan environments, as 
one size truly does not fi t all.
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Mobility is crucial to today’s workforce. At any 
given time, nearly one-third of all knowledge 
workers in private and public sectors work 
remotely. Assigned spaces in offi ces are 
actually occupied only 30% to 40% at any given 
moment.1 This represents a dramatic shift in 
offi ce utilization.  

Driving this occupancy shift are perceptual 
advances in technology that connect people 
where ever, whenever and however they work. 
This has created a new breed of mobile worker 
called the “digital nomad.” 

Digital nomads work on airplanes, in hotels, 
at client sites, in their home offi ces and yes, in 
their corporate offi ces. They must be supported 
with technology, business processes and space 
solutions that allow them to work effectively 
wherever they are and whenever they’re in the 
corporate environment.  

What does this look like? In the corporate 
workplace, such mobility may require more 
“unassigned” or touchdown spaces for 
individuals who are out of the offi ce for 
signifi cant portions of the day. Organizations 
might also provide fl exible spaces for employees 
visiting from other fl oors, buildings or campuses. 

Yet, digital nomads have other essential 
workplace needs that often go overlooked. 
They carry around their offi ces and technology 
and they need to know where to put their 
coats, store backpacks, charge phones/
tablets and where to get coffee and snacks. 
Today’s organizations should strive to provide 
a holistic approach to the active and fl exible 
working environment by anticipating the mobile 
worker’s total needs and offering equipment and 
innovative products that make them feel quickly 
at home. 

Whether digital nomads are physically present 
on a campus or working remotely, organizations 
should strongly consider solutions that also 
support a sense of cultural belonging within 
their workplace communities. Remember, 
although they seem different, our increasingly 
digital world has made these nomads the new 
normal. Their mutual need for human contact 
and designed-in support is more essential than 
ever before.

Only 30% to 40% 
ARE OCCUPIED AT ANY GIVEN MOMENT
OF ASSIGNED SPACES

» THE NEED TO SUPPORT MOBILITY  
  AND DIGITAL NOMADS
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Businesses are competing fi ercely for the best workers and talent 
to replace the retiring Boomer generation. In the ever-increasing 
competitive landscape of recruiting and retaining talented 
employees, companies are attempting more holistic strategies to 
gain the advantage. 

One key strategy is developing a vibrant, active offi ce 
environment to promote a culture of engagement, innovation 
and high performance. But to do so, organizations will need to 
recognize two key trends: the unprecedented multi-generational 
workforce, and the work-life balancing act.

For the fi rst time in history, organizations have 
fi ve generations present in the workforce.2,3 
Leading to this new reality is the fact that 
people are living and working longer. Different 
generations bring different communication 
styles (text vs. email vs. phone calls), different 
work styles, life experiences and values. 
Creating a generational-friendly environment 
that meets varied needs and still creates a 
cohesive culture is challenging but it can be 
accomplished with proper planning and design.  

Despite the many differences of each 
generation, they all have one thing in common: 
no Boomer, Gen X or Millennial wants to sit in 
a bland cubicle all day with poor lighting, or be 
herded haphazardly into an open space with 
acoustical challenges. 

Instead, top talent will be drawn to 
organizations that offer engaging, comfortable, 
and stimulating atmospheres that creatively 
and comfortably blend work and life. Examples 
of generational friendly designs are those that 
offer a variety of postural choices for the type 
of work performed. This can include sitting, 
semi-standing, standing and collaborative 
neighborhoods, individual control and options 
for adjusting lighting levels and personal 
acoustical comfort levels, and mobile
storage needs.

2. COMPETITION FOR TOP TALENT

» CREATING THE GENERATIONAL  
   FRIENDLY WORKPLACE
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Studies by the global company CBRE4 clearly demonstrate 
that the lines between work and life are blurring. In its report 
“Fast Forward 2030: The Future of Work and the Workplace,” 
CBRE states that top talent pools expect the freedom to choose 
how, where and when they work. These attitudinal shifts are 
slowly, but surely, creating a major change in workplaces and in 
corporate cultures. 

But it goes deeper. People are refl ecting on the 
very meaning of work in their lives. They’re 
exploring ways to be a part of vibrant virtual 
and physical communities that bring joy and a 
high quality of experience to their lives. 

Calling them “Holistic Workers,” the CBRE 
report suggests that this group will continue 
to be a signifi cant infl uencer of change in the 
workplace. These workers show an increasing 
belief that work should be “joyous and more 
fulfi lling,” and that within work there should 
be many opportunities to make meaningful 
contributions to the organization as well as
to society.  

In particular, the report suggests that 
workplaces of the future will need to support 
worker health and well-being. This emergence 
of such healthy and activity-based agile work 
environments is already spurring on the facility 
wellness industry. CBRE expects this will 
continue to grow rapidly and be a major force 
over the coming decade.

Candidly, It’s hard to feel joyous and fulfi lled 
if the physical workspace is uninspiring. It 
is likely that future workplaces will contrast 
starkly to the workplaces of today. Attractive 
workspaces for Holistic Workers, for example 
are those that can offer a wide variety of quiet 
retreat and collaborative settings, each ideal 
for a specifi c kind of job or task, or designed 
to suit a specifi c personal work style—defi ned 
again as a healthy, activity-based agile
work environment.

» BLURRED LINES BETWEEN WORK LIFE—THE 
   EMERGING HOLISTIC WORKER

H O L I S T I C  W O R K E R S

JOYOUS AND MORE FULFILLING
believe  work should be 
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In examining the effects of the different workstations on the spine 
(measured using anterior/posterior shear), results indicated that 
using an upright, perching workstation resulted in the lowest 
measured spinal loading. Over time, signifi cant forces on the spine 
can lead to Lower Back Pain.
 
Using the perching workstation also resulted in sustained, 
moderate, supported movement. While a standing workstation 
induced the most movement among sitting, perching or standing, 
that may be the result of pain felt while using the workstation. 
Meanwhile, using the perching workstation may have caused 
device-induced movement that is not the result of pain being felt by 
the user.

Fig. 1. Postural transitions across time for the three different 
workstations (Chart reprinted from OSU Study)

For many years ergonomics research 
was all about comfort and the quest 
to create more user-friendly designs 
through product adjustability. The 
entire goal was to eliminate discomfort 
in the workplace. To a very large extent 
this was achieved. Unfortunately, 
people have become so comfortable 
they never move! 

We now know better. Current research 
suggests design elements that provide 
too much comfort can make people too 
sedentary resulting in serious health 
issues and/or low productivity. 

We also now know that inactivity 
and sedentary behavior in the 
workplace come with myriad risks 
and health challenges—heart 
disease, cancer, diabetes, obesity 
and higher mortality rates.5 Inactivity 
also results in reduced brain 
function and lower productivity, 
which hurts the bottom line. 

What is perhaps less obvious—and 
even more worrying—is a recent 
American Medical Association 
discovery6, that is, the health risks 
from inactive sitting cannot be entirely 
counteracted by daily exercise.

Standing is one alternative to sitting, but 
it comes with its own list of detriments. 
Sit-to-stand workstations have become 
a popular approach to counteract the 
effects of prolonged sedentary behavior 
and encourage movement, but they are 
an imperfect and incomplete solution. 
Recent studies have shown that the 
standing function of sit-stand desks, 
which allow the user to switch between 
a seated and standing position, are 
grossly underutilized. In fact, only 
20% of users will continue to use the 
standing function after 6-8 weeks.7 
Furthermore, prolonged standing has 
been shown to induce lower back pain 
in people who had no history of low 
back injury.

To address this dilemma, The Active 
Collection represents a variety of activity 
permissive furniture with a very different 
approach. There are active seats for 
traditional desk height work, as well as 
programmable sit-stand desks. Most 
notably, however, is an innovative line 
of new, semi-standing or perching seats 
and stand-biased workstations that offer 
the benefi ts of standing with all the 
comforts of sitting. 

3. COMFORT + ACTIVE MOVEMENT = ERGONOMICS 2.0

ONLY 20% OF USERS

20%

AFTER 6-8 WEEKS.
will continue to use the standing function

7

» MOVEMENT AND COMFORT: WHAT POSTURE IS BEST?



The key to this new process 
and the accompanying benefi ts 
is a concept the Mayo Clinic 
has coined as NEAT. NEAT 
stands for Non-Exercise 
Activity Thermogenesis.9 

While that sounds complicated 
and scientifi c, the concept is 
relatively simple. 

NEAT is all about the calories 
we burn when we make 
those small micro-movements 
involved in rocking side to 
side and moving forward and 
back (fi dgeting)—precisely 
what this new generation 
of perch-seating products is 
designed to encourage. 

Consider the benefi ts to the 
vast majority of information 
workers today who simply 
don’t have time for a 
45-minute workout every day. 
With perch seating, they don’t 
have to. Instead, they get 
wellness while working.

The newly created semi-standing/perching seats and stand-
biased workstations represent an entirely new form factor for 
space planners and designers. The innovative seats position 
users halfway between sitting and standing which involves 
a lot more perching and leaning—a preferred third posture 
according to research. In fact, researchers at the Ohio State 
University recently published a study in the Journal of Applied 
Ergonomics 8 suggesting that an upright leaning workstation 
represents a reasonable tradeoff between the costs and 
benefi ts of sitting and standing offi ce workstations. 

» THE THIRD POSTURE —SEMI-STANDING/PERCHING

Semi-Standing / Perching
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» THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN LEANING AND  
   PERCHING

The difference between leaning and perching is subtle, but 
important. Leaning involves a more open-hip posture--around 135 
degrees--while perching requires slightly more knee bend and a 
hip-to-torso angle of 130 degrees. Any posture in this range will 
provide similar benefi ts, and, when choosing a seat, the choice of 
perching versus leaning is largely a matter of preference.

SITTING PERCHING LEANING STANDING



Just when facility managers are getting comfortable with 
certifi cations like LEED and the push for more energy effi cient 
and sustainable spaces, a new standard emerges—the WELL 
Building Standard® (WELL®). 

WELL is the world’s fi rst 
building standard focused 
exclusively on human health 
and wellness. It marries 
best practices in design and 
construction with evidence-
based medical and scientifi c 
research, harnessing the built 
environment as a vehicle 
to support human health 
and wellbeing.10 And it’s a 
welcome standard.

Data indicates we spend 
more than 90% of our time 
in buildings. Everything from 
lack of mobility, to poor 
air quality, to food choices 
and workplace stress will 
affect the daily health of a 
building’s occupants. Clearly 
an organization’s built 
environment shapes and 
infl uences all these factors. 
And given that people spend 
most of their waking hours in 
the workplace, the workplace 
has a huge role to play in 
supporting their wellness. 

Enter the WELL Building 
Standard. Industry leaders 
like CBRE suggest that 
the new standard, along 
with the overall wellness 
movement and the increased 
focus on healthy workplaces 
have the potential to dwarf 
sustainability concerns. 

Supported by years of 
evidence-based scientifi c 
research, the WELL standard 
refl ects a performance-
based system that evaluates 
the design, construction, 
maintenance and operation 
of new and existing buildings, 
WELL Core and Shell 
Compliant™ developments, 
indoor spaces and WELL 
Certifi ed spaces. Performance 
requirements fall in the 
following seven categories: 
air, water, nourishment, light, 
fi tness, comfort and mind.

» WELL BUILDING STANDARD®—BEYOND LEED  
  CERTIFICATION

AIR

LIGHT

MIND

WATER

FITNESS

NOURISHMENT

COMFORT

BENEFITS OF WELL
• Measurable value of health, well-being,   
   productivity and happiness of occupants

• Reduces personnel costs

• Increases real estate value

• Enhances human experiences
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The standard is already 
proving to be an invaluable 
way to sustain an active 
and healthy workplace. 
In fact, CRBE was an 
early adopter of the WELL 
standard in its Los Angeles 
offi ce and the response has 
been overwhelming. An 
employee survey one year 
after the WELL standard was 
implemented there include the 
following impressive results:

90% would not go 
back to their old way 

of working

94% said the new 
space created a 
positive effect 
in the business 
performance

83% of people 
said they are more 

productive

92% of tenants 
said the new space 
created a positive 

effect on their health
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In fact, benchmarking studies 
by the research company 
Prosci have found that 
workplace projects that 
have an effective change-
management component (i.e., 
training) are six times more 
likely to meet their objectives 
and succeed.12

Think of it this way: if you 
were given a new piece of 
software with no instructions 
on how to use it, could you 
get the most out of your 
investment? Probably not. The 
same goes for a new active 
workplace. When employees 
experience new active 
furniture, adjust to a renovated 
offi ce or move into a different 

building, they need help 
learning how their new “tools” 
are supposed to work. The 
better the users understand 
their space, and the 
technologies that support it, 
and the policies and protocols 
for how to use and behave in 
it, the more likely they will get 
the most out of their active 
work experience. 

The ultimate takeaway is 
that training matters, and a 
robust change management 
strategy—or lack thereof—
will affect your success. 
Include them in your active 
workplace plans. 

Sedentary behavior is at the heart of the workplace wellness discussion and the results are in. We 
should all sit less and move more. But resolve requires more than a furniture solution. An active 
workplace should also emphasize the importance of ergonomic training alongside solutions, with 
regular reminders to frequently change our posture (i.e., 20 minutes of sitting/leaning, 8 minutes 
standing, 2 minutes active movement).11 This helps reduce the likelihood of injury and improves 
human performance. 

» PLAN FOR CHANGE —THE BEST POSTURE IS YOUR NEXT POSTURE

20 MINUTES 8 MINUTES 2 MINUTES
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4. COST-COMPETITIVE RETURN ON WORKPLACE INVESTMENT
Clearly today’s more active workplace must be more than 
a place for work. To realize full ROI, it must also engage 
employees. The workplace can better serve organizations by 
functioning as a cultural communication tool, one that aids 
in celebrating individual or team contributions, broadcasting 
organizational goals or objectives, and providing healthy spaces 
for effective collaboration.  

Such engagement pays off. Research shows that engaged 
employees can boost a company’s bottom line by up to 20 
percent.13 Engaged employees are emotionally invested in 
and focused on creating value for their organizations. Those 
more forward-thinking organizations will involve their talented 
staff in their workplace design process, or have local decision-
making (i.e., deliver 85% build out space with user control 
over last 15%) in the retrofit of a workplace. This commitment 
provides a wonderful opportunity for boosting engagement and 
strengthening a sense of ownership.

Research indicates that a non-sedentary workspace increases 
group motivation, while at the same time decreasing territorial 
group ideas, both of which result in better information 
distribution and, indirectly, better group performance.14   

Performance rises in the active office as a result of frequent 
and informal interactions, enhanced speed in decision-making, 
improved employee focus and greater creativity. At the same 
time, fewer formal meetings, shorter time to finish tasks, less 
idle time and shorter workdays further augment productivity.

12



With the many researched facts and compelling evidence for 
developing today’s best active workplace, it’s time to raise those 
workspace expectations and make the shift. Your organization can 
make it happen more successfully, more simply and more economically 
by creating a strategy that addresses these 4 Cs. Doing so will elevate 
your organization from its competition and open the door to a whole 
new kind of dialogue with clients. Your employees will become a whole 
lot healthier, and your active workplace will attract and support the 
talent needed to be a high-performing organization today and beyond.

Part of the Active Collection line; The Active Collection products are designed to promote active movement throughout the 
day and engage major muscle groups to help combat the negative effects of inactivity in many workplaces.

» ABOUT THE ACTIVE COLLECTION

Stand-capable desks have now shown to successfully reduce 
sedentary behavior in the modern office. Now the latest 
research also proves that users of stand-capable desks are 
45% more productive on a daily basis compared to their 
seated counterparts.15  

These findings indicate that use of stand-capable desks, those 
in which the worker could raise or lower the desk to stand 
or sit as they wished throughout the day, improve physical 
health among employees may also positively impact their 
work productivity. The key then is to get the most active bang 
from the narrowing buck. Fortunately, the marketplace is filled 
with ample options—from good, to better and best—letting 
organizations incorporate active furniture solutions according 
to their investment priorities.

SUMMARY

» MORE ACTIVE = MORE PRODUCTIVE

For additional information on how to create an Active Workplace, or to reach the author, please contact thoughtleadership@safcoproducts.com
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