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ABSTRACT 
The rise of remote working has highlighted the importance of office spaces that support 
employees’ social well-being. However, there is a lack of explicit knowledge on how to design 
such spaces. In order to address this gap, this study explored the strategies employed by practi-
tioners in designing social office spaces. In-depth interviews with fifteen experienced interior 
designers were analysed using means-end chain theory. This revealed the designers’ common 
aim to encourage informal social interactions through creating attractive, spacious, recognisable, 
and spatially integrated breakout spaces. Additionally, communicating group identity, promoting 
visibility, and offering a cosy atmosphere aimed to foster a sense of connectedness among 
employees. These findings not only enable more deliberate design decisions but also serve as 
valuable insights for less experienced designers. Moreover, the framework of design compo-
nents, affordances and design objectives that emerged from this study can enhance communi-
cation between designers and stakeholders involved in office projects.

PRACTITIONER SUMMARY
Experienced interior designers were interviewed about completed office projects to understand 
how they design social offices. They shared five important strategies to enhance co-worker con-
nectedness and eleven strategies to encourage informal social interactions at work. The study 
identified ten types of social workplace affordances along with their specific design attributes.
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1. Introduction

The office is more than just bricks. It has a vital place 
within the larger organisational ecosystem, implying 
that workplace design serves as a strategic tool to 
influence employees’ behaviour, well-being and per-
formance (Becker 2004). The Covid-19 pandemic and 
the consequent shift to remote work shed light on the 
social function of the office. Working from home for 
months, employees yearned for in-person meetings at 
the office, socialising, a sense of community, and shared 
enjoyment (Babapour Chafi et al. 2021; Colenberg and 
Keyson 2021; Gensler Research Institute 2020; Marzban 
et al. 2021). Online social connections, although valuable, 
proved to be a limited substitute for face-to-face interac-
tions (Marinucci et al. 2022).

However, remote working also offers significant 
advantages for both individuals and organisations. 

Hybrid working, characterised by a combination of 
office-based and remote work, has now become a new 
reality that organisations must adapt to (JLL Global 
Research, 2022). In organisations where employees have 
the freedom to choose their work environment based 
on the nature of their activities, the office must be 
appealing, comfortable, and worth the commute, offer-
ing a purposeful presence (Leesman 2022). In light of 
the insights gained from the pandemic and the inherent 
human need for connection (Deci and Ryan 2008), the 
presence of ample opportunities for informal social inter-
action emerges as a crucial factor. Furthermore, the 
workplace should contribute to a high-quality and mean-
ingful work experience (Bentley et al. 2021) and counter 
the potential isolation effects of remote work (Spreitzer, 
Bacevice, and Garrett 2020). In summary, there are eth-
ical and timely practical reasons to create office spaces 
that support employees’ social well-being.
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Given the evident social function of offices, the 
question arises of how to design spaces that foster 
social interaction and well-being. Social connectedness 
thrives when people engage in meaningful conversa-
tions, feel understood and appreciated, and have the 
opportunity to engage in pleasant and enjoyable 
activities together (Reis et al. 2000). Enhancing social 
well-being goes beyond simply adding a large coffee 
corner; it requires a multifaceted approach that sup-
ports a variety of social activities. However, the spatial 
requirements for social interaction may sometimes 
clash with the needs for focused work (Kim and de 
Dear 2013), requiring careful planning. While space 
syntax theory can predict where people are likely to 
meet and gather based on floor plans (Sailer and 
Koutsolampros 2021), it does not fully explain why 
people feel invited to socialise in certain spaces or 
what encourages them to visit and linger. Additionally, 
office spaces convey messages about the individuals 
who use them and reflect the organisation’s intentions 
(Spreitzer, Bacevice, and Garrett 2020; Tann and Ayoko 
2020). To date, there is no comprehensive framework 
that guides design decisions by considering both the 
spatial and symbolic aspects of workplace design.

The aim of this exploratory study was to enhance 
our understanding of the relationship between work-
place design and social well-being at work by identify-
ing design strategies for creating social office space. 
To identify design elements that contribute to social 
office space, we turned to designers as valuable sour-
ces of insight. Designers possess the expertise to com-
pose settings from tangible design attributes. On the 
other hand, regular users often perceive the environ-
ment as a whole, driven by their goals and daily hab-
its, and are typically less conscious of the individual 
design properties (Gifford 2014, p. 23-24). Therefore, 
this study adopted the perspective of workplace 
designers and interviewed them about their approach 
to creating social office space, aiming to unveil their 
intuitive choices. The study primarily looked at interior 
design and used a method called means-end chain 
analysis to create a hierarchical cognitive model of the 
designers’ stated decisions. This model suggests vari-
ous connections between design attributes and out-
comes that can be tested in future studies.

Before diving into the details of the research 
method and findings, we define what we mean by 
“social office space” and the overall scope of work-
place design. Additionally, we will explain two impor-
tant theories that guide our analysis: the theory of 
affordances and the means-end theory.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Social office space and affordances

Expanding on the concept of healthy offices (Jensen 
and van der Voordt 2019; Kropman et al. 2023), which 
prioritise the users’ health and well-being, we can fur-
ther define social offices as office environments that 
specifically support the users’ social well-being. Social 
well-being at work, as described by Fisher (2014), 
encompasses feeling embedded in a meaningful com-
munity and having satisfying social interactions and 
relationships. To achieve this, social office spaces 
should foster a sense of community, social cohesion, 
proximity, and positive encounters among office work-
ers while minimising incivility, conflict, alienation, and 
exclusion (Colenberg et al. 2021).

Understanding the impact of physical characteristics on 
the user’s experience and behaviour is crucial. The theory 
of affordances, proposed by Gibson (1977), offers a valu-
able starting point in this regard. Affordances are detect-
able functionalities present in the physical environment 
that people perceive and interact with. Tann and Ayoko 
(2020) emphasise the significance of material affordances 
in their social semiotic framework, which aligns the phys-
ical and the social aspects of the work environment. They 
argue that the material properties of the workspace influ-
ence the nature of interactions and express meaning 
through the material quality of objects.

The notion of social affordances of the workplace, 
introduced by Fayard and Weeks (2007), highlights how 
the work environment facilitates informal interactions 
by offering propinquity, privacy, and social designation. 
Spreitzer, Bacevice, and Garrett (2020) delve into how 
design attributes act as physical markers of functional-
ities that support well-being at work. They suggest that 
aesthetic, material, and spatial attributes can evoke pro- 
social emotions, enhance the worker’s identification 
with the organisation, and promote social connections. 
For example, personalising workspaces allows employ-
ees to connect over shared interests, while coffee bars 
and food spaces create a hospitable atmosphere that 
encourages employees to engage in casual conversa-
tions. However, empirical research on such affordances 
and their composition remains limited.

2.2. Interior office design

Office buildings are composed of multiple layers with a 
core of interior space, consisting of furnishings and spa-
tial layout, which is surrounded by external layers of 
construction and installations (Brand 1994). Over time, 
offices have evolved from process-driven and rigidly 
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structured spaces into collaborative environments with 
open-plan layouts, shared areas, and smart office solu-
tions, driven by technological advancements and societal 
shifts (Van Meel, 2000; Myerson and Ross 2003).

Various disciplines, including interior designers, 
architects, workplace consultants, furniture suppliers, 
and facility managers, may be involved in the process 
of interior office design (Heebels and Kloosterman 
2016). Although the roles of architects and interior 
designers may overlap, their training can differ consid-
erably. In the Netherlands, interior architects prioritise 
the relationship between interior space and individual 
users, focusing on safety, health, and well-being, while 
architectural engineers integrate buildings into the 
environment and protect users from weather condi-
tions (Dutch Architects’ Title Act, 2021). This study’s 
aim of enhancing employees’ workplace experience 
mainly falls within the realm of interior design.

The main objective of interior office design is to 
enhance the functionality, aesthetics, and psycho-
logical aspects of interior spaces (Ching and Binggeli 
2018). Interior designers utilise spatial planning, finish 
materials, furnishings, lighting systems, acoustic solu-
tions, and technology in their palette to achieve the 
desired experience and align the environment with 
user behaviour (Ching and Binggeli 2018; Heebels and 
Kloosterman 2016). For office interiors, this involves 
visualising corporate identity through colours and dec-
orations and providing furniture tailored to specific 
work activities, such as computer workstations, meet-
ing areas, and archives.

2.3. Means-end theory

Designing interior space is a complex and purpose- 
driven endeavour that involves strategic decision-mak-
ing. Within this process, designers must carefully choose 
from a range of design attributes to create an interior 
space that effectively elicits the desired user experience 
and behaviour. Means-end theory, as proposed by 
Gutman (1982), offers insight into this decision-making 
process by establishing linkages between concrete attrib-
utes of an artefact, their direct consequences for the 
user, and their contribution to higher-order goals or val-
ues. By examining these means-end chains, we can 
understand why specific attributes play a significant role 
in the decision-making process.

According to Olson and Reynolds (2001), the antici-
pated consequences of these attributes, that may have 
become habitual but were conscious at some time in 
the past, are especially important to this understanding.

Originally developed to comprehend consumer 
decisions, the applicability of means-end theory has 
expanded beyond marketing to fields such as user 
experience, organisation, and business research 
(Kilwinger and van Dam 2021). In the context of user- 
centred design for office interiors, we argue that the 
principles of means-end theory are equally relevant. 
Similar to consumer decision-making, the cognitive 
process of designing can be seen as a problem-solving 
endeavour that involves seeking alternatives expected 
to yield positive outcomes while avoiding negative 
ones (Boradkar 2010). Consequently, interior designers 
draw on their expertise, considering alternative design 
components (attributes) and their anticipated effects 
on user experience and behaviour to achieve higher- 
order design objectives (Figure 1).

In essence, means-end theory offers a valuable 
framework for understanding the decision-making 
processes inherent in the design of office interiors. By 
considering the anticipated consequences and experi-
ences of users, designers can make informed choices 
that align with the desired outcomes of the interior 
space.

When consumers purchase a product, the conse-
quences they experience can take different forms. 
Some of these consequences are tangible and direct 
experiences, while others are more emotional in 
nature (Olson and Reynolds 2001). Interestingly, this 
distinction can also be applied to the affordances 
found within interior design. Functional affordances 
encompass the qualities of the interior space that dir-
ectly enable or inhibit certain activities. For example, 
spatial connections that facilitate physical and visual 
access play a crucial role in usability, which encom-
passes the performance and behaviour component of 
user experience (Sauer, Sonderegger, and Schmutz 
2020). These functional affordances provide the 

Figure 1. The means-end approach applied to understanding 
interior designers’ decisions as a hierarchical cognitive model.
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practical functionality necessary for users to engage in 
specific activities within the space.

On the other hand, psychological affordances mani-
fest as more abstract qualities of interior space that rely 
on interpretation to evoke emotional experiences and 
that indirectly shape user behaviour. For instance, the 
atmosphere created by a particular interior design or the 
symbolic meaning conveyed by objects can influence 
users on a psychological level. This category of affordan-
ces relates to user experience as an affective outcome 
(Sauer, Sonderegger, and Schmutz 2020) resulting from 
the interaction between the user and the environment. 
Moreover, psychological affordances can also serve as 
indicators that communicate the appropriate use of the 
space and provide users with guidance and cues on 
how to engage with the environment effectively.

In summary, interior design has both functional and 
psychological qualities that impact usability and user 
experience. While functional affordances primarily 
focus on enabling specific activities and supporting 
performance, psychological affordances delve into the 
realm of emotions and interpretation, encompassing 
both affective outcomes and symbolic meaning.

3. Method

This study applied means-end approach in four stages 
(see Figure 2) to identify design attributes and affor-
dances that are assumed to support social well-being.

In the following sections, each step of the means- 
end chain approach is explained.

3.1. Data collection

3.1.1. Participant selection
Dutch interior designers who had more than five years 
of working experience and regularly designed office 
space were recruited through the first author’s 

network. Interior designers and architects with differ-
ent educational backgrounds and working in different 
types of agencies were invited to reflect the profes-
sion’s diversity. Several industrial designers were 
approached for participation but none of them had 
recently been involved in projects that matched our 
scope. The participant’s consent for using their data 
was confirmed through email. The study was 
approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee 
of the first author’s affiliation (reference #1835, 11-10- 
2021).

The majority of the interviewees were trained as 
interior architects at an art academy in The 
Netherlands. Two had a grade in architecture from a 
university of technology and four had a different back-
ground, for example in fine arts. Five worked at an 
agency that specialised in office design, seven worked 
as interior designers in multiple sectors, and three 
worked for agencies that focused on architecture and 
building construction. One participant was male and 
14 were female, which reflects the dominance of 
women in the profession of interior design (van 
Kempen, Mathot, and Kloosterman 2021).

3.1.2. Interview procedure
In the emailed interview invitation, the participants 
were asked to select one or two of their completed 
office projects that aimed to support the social well- 
being of the users as defined by Fisher (2014). Each 
interview focused on one or two specific design proj-
ects rather than on the designer’s approach in general 
in order to simulate them to provide concrete and 
realistic examples of their decision process. Their proj-
ects included renovations and new building construc-
tions, shared buildings, and buildings accommodating 
one organisation.

At the start of the interview, the aim of supporting 
social well-being was repeated and the designers were 

Figure 2. The steps of the means-end chain analysis which was applied to find common design strategies to create social office 
space.
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asked to explain how they had approached the social 
goals of the project. The interviews followed the nat-
ural course of the conversation about design deci-
sions, guided by many ‘why’-questions from the 
researcher to uncover underlying motives and probe 
more abstract reasons. This technique is known as soft 
laddering, which refers to the construction of ‘ladders’ 
from concrete to abstract concepts. When participants 
have substantial familiarity with the issue, as in our 
study, soft laddering, which allows participants to 
express their thoughts and motivations in their own 
words, is considered to result in much richer data 
than hard laddering, which uses pre-coded concepts 
(Miles and Rowe 2004). The laddering technique 
focuses on the identification and connection of con-
cepts at three main levels: attributes, consequences, 
and values (Olson and Reynolds 2001).

3.1.3. Transcription and de-identification
The interviews took place in November and December 
2021 and lasted 35 to 65 minutes. Due to COVID-19 
restrictions, all interviews were conducted online by the 
first author, recorded, and transcribed using MS Office 
365 and Amberscript. They were de-identified by remov-
ing names and geographic locations and generalising 
references to the organisation’s activities. After fifteen 
interviews, thematic saturation was reached.

3.2. Content analysis

3.2.1. Code system
For the analysis of interview transcriptions, we used 
Atlas.ti 22 software. Following the laddering tech-
nique, the first step involved identifying meaningful 
attributes that were considered as competitive choice 
alternatives for designers. Descriptive codes for rele-
vant design attributes, such as “furniture” and “colour 
use”, were defined based on the interior designer’s 
palette mentioned in section 2.2. In the second step, 
codes for affordances and higher-end goals were 
established through content analysis of a random 
sample of seven interviews out of fifteen. The initial 
code system was developed by the first author and 
refined based on feedback from two independent 
workplace researchers who coded the same four inter-
views and discussed differences. This process ensured 
a balanced and representative code system capturing 
the key design aspects discussed by the interviewees.

3.2.2. Inter-coder agreement
Before coding the whole set of interviews, the reliabil-
ity of the code system was tested by having two 

researchers who were not involved in the study before 
apply it to four randomly selected interviews. This test 
sample contained 32% of all quotations that were pre- 
defined by the first author. The independent coders 
were carefully instructed and minor changes to the 
code descriptions and length of quotations were 
made after their first attempt. In the second round of 
coding their inter-coder agreement was acceptable 
with Krippendorff’s Cua 0,877. This means that 87.7% 
of the data were coded to a degree better than 
chance (Friese 2019, p. 280). Subsequently, the 
remaining transcriptions were divided between them 
for the final coding of the pre-defined quotations. 
Appendix A presents the final code system including 
the code descriptions. Queries in Atlas.ti were used to 
retrieve quotations relating to specific codes and code 
combinations.

3.3. Counting linkages

3.3.1. From codes to implications
To construct a hierarchical map of joint design strat-
egies for social office space, first the connections 
between different codes, referred to as "linkages" or 
implications, were identified. These linkages were 
established by analysing explicit mentions of concepts 
found in the interviews. To ensure agreement among 
coders, certain statements were divided into multiple 
quotations to prevent the co-occurrence of codes 
from the same category. By examining the thematic 
orientation of these quotations and the designers’ rea-
soning, it was possible to reconnect passages and 
establish horizontal linkages between codes which 
indicate choices made for the simultaneous applica-
tion of design attributes.

3.3.2. Aggregation across participants
When aggregating the data across participants, we 
made the assumption that the reasoning behind the 
selection of design attributes would remain consistent 
for each individual. This assumption was supported by 
the fact that designers repeated their arguments dur-
ing the interviews and across various projects. 
Additionally, the content analysis revealed that design-
ers more frequently attributed their choices to per-
sonal beliefs and expertise (192 quotations) rather 
than project-related factors such as client preferences 
(n¼ 83), organisational culture (n¼ 35), or (n¼ 51) 
budget constraints and building limitations (n¼ 51). 
Consequently, we analysed the linkages based on the 
number of respondents rather than the frequency of 
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the linkages, thereby prioritising commonly shared 
reasoning over context-specific design solutions.

To facilitate this analysis, the linkages were logged in 
an Excel datasheet and subsequently aggregated across 
participants. Python programming language was 
employed to create a summary implication matrix 
(Appendix B), which depicted the frequency with which 
each code led to any other code. Additionally, the total 
number of linkages was calculated. Throughout the 
aggregation process, duplicate linkages within partici-
pants were eliminated to ensure accuracy.

3.4. Creating the hierarchical map

To visualise the relationships between concepts, we 
created a hierarchical map using NodeXL, as sug-
gested by Foolen-Torgerson and Kilwinger (2021). To 
distinguish dominant from incidental linkages, we set 
a threshold for relationships to be included in the 
map. Because preserving approximately 70% of the 
common implications in the hierarchical map is con-
sidered a good fit (Reynolds and Phillips 2008) we 
included all relationships that were mentioned by at 
least three participants. Increasing the threshold 
increased readability but simultaneously reduced the 
reliability of the map (see Appendix B). The readability 
of the map was further improved by repositioning the 
concepts at four horizontal levels, preventing crossing 
lines as much as possible, and varying the line styles 
according to the number of linkages.

The means-end chain analysis focused on stated 
design decisions which were related to social well- 
being. Additional motives for applying design attrib-
utes or affordances brought forward in the interviews 
included explicit client preferences, restrictions or 
opportunities of the budget or the existing building, 
and other strategic goals, such as recruitment.

4. Results

4.1. Hierarchical map of design strategies

The relationships between the different design elements 
and desired outcomes can be organised in a hierarchical 
manner. This hierarchical map consists of design attrib-
utes, affordances, and higher-order goals that guide the 
designers in their approach to enhancing social well- 
being. Figure 3 provides a visual representation of the 
design attributes that were mentioned by at least three 
of the 15 designers as a means to achieve the desired 
goals. According to the designers, these attributes con-
tributed to the creation of affordances, which in turn 
facilitated the accomplishment of design objectives.

The map captures a substantial portion (71.6%) of the 
493 direct connections that were logged among the 22 
concepts. It reveals that the designers primarily focus on 
two main aspects of social well-being: fostering a sense 
of connectedness among employees (see section 4.2) 
and enabling informal social interactions (section 4.3). To 
achieve these aims, they discuss ten different types of 
design attributes, ranging from colour use to the stra-
tegic placement of specific equipment. In most cases, 
the design attributes and higher-order goals are linked 
through the creation of affordances. This indicates that 
the creation of affordances plays a crucial role in the 
interior design process. The data indicated ten distinct 
types of social affordances. Detailed descriptions of the 
concepts can be found in Appendix A.

The map shows two exceptions to the means-end 
chains that include affordances: (a) the straight grey 
line between Size & shape and Informal interactions, 
which refers to literally creating room for gathering, 
and (b) the dashed line between Spatial organisation 
and Informal interactions, which refers to centralising 
spaces for interaction to create a social hub that guar-
antees bumping into each other. In several cases, the 
designer’s strategy does not extend beyond creating 
affordances and lacks a relation with a higher-order 
goal, which is indicated by black lines between design 
attributes and affordances that continue to the higher 
level in grey (see Appendix B for the number of link-
ages). This is illustrated by the close attention to 
Choice and flexibility, Cosiness, and Comfort that do not 
result in equally strong connections with connected-
ness or social interactions. Four affordances (Visibility, 
Choice & flexibility, Cosiness, and Social facilities) are 
related to both higher-order goals while the remaining 
affordances target only one of them.

Among the affordances that were put forward by the 
designers, two abstraction levels may be identified. The 
lower row (see Figure 3) consists of concrete functional 
affordances that may directly guide user behaviour. 
These include visibility of people, choice options and 
flexibility in use, physical enclosure of spaces, social facili-
ties, such as breakout spaces and kitchen areas, and 
walking routes and destinations that facilitate encounters. 
These affordances are all connected to the goal of stimu-
lating social interactions. Additionally, providing social 
facilities is connected to bonding.

The upper row shows the more abstract psycho-
logical affordances that aim to evoke sensory or emo-
tional experiences rather than offering action 
possibilities. These include the visual identity of a 
space that communicates values, symbolic demarca-
tion of social areas, cosiness, which refers to a friendly 
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atmosphere and sense of security, the experience of 
comfort, for example, softness and good acoustics, and 
an informal and playful atmosphere that invites people 
to interact. These higher-level affordances generally 
have a stronger connection with the higher-order 
goals than the ones at the lower level. However, there 
are no linkages between the two affordance levels, 
except for the minor linkages between Enclosure and 
Cosiness, referring to intimate spaces, and between 
Social facilities and Informal atmosphere, which refers 
to creating lunch areas and breakout spaces.

According to interior designers, the most important 
attributes for supporting social well-being were Furniture 
and Finishings, followed by Equipment and Decoration. 
Artificial lighting was of minor importance and limited to 
the potential of lighting fixtures to offer adjustability and 

a spatial focal point and communicate cosiness by their 
style. Greenery was used almost solely to increase cosi-
ness. Although colour is a prominent visual attribute of 
interior design, it seems to be of limited strategic value 
for supporting social well-being and was predominantly 
used to create identity and demarcation and to contrib-
ute to cosiness. The spatial design, including Walls & 
passages and Spatial Organisation, mainly served social 
interactions. The following sections explain how the 
design attributes were used in the strategies.

4.2. Design strategies to support connectedness

The higher-order design goal labelled Connectedness 
refers to the designers’ aim to support social cohesion 
and a sense of community. Figure 3 shows that the 

Figure 3. Hierarchical map of the interior designer’s strategies, showing the direct linkages (cut-off ¼ 3) between design attrib-
utes (�) at the bottom, affordances (�) in the middle, and goals (�) at the top. Black line ¼ � 8 linkages; solid grey line ¼ 5-7 
linkages; dashed line ¼ 3-4 linkages.

ERGONOMICS 7



participants applied five design strategies to achieve 
this goal: creating Visual identity, people Visibility, 
Choice & flexibility, Cosiness, and Social facilities. In this 
section, we explain how and why they created these 
affordances.

4.2.1. Creating a visual identity
The most practised strategy for connectedness was 
visualising the identity of the organisation in the inter-
ior design. Often, corporate colours were used for wall 
finishings, furniture, and other objects to indicate cor-
porate identity. Additionally, logos, keywords from 
mission statements, and illustrations of the organisa-
tion’s primary process were used as decoration, for 
example, by prints on window films. Participant #3 
told of a term referring to a running gag that was 
shaped in neon light. “It will be fantastic if you enter 
with a visitor, consultant, or new employee and you 
have to explain this.”

Furthermore, art collections and objects that were 
meaningful to the organisation were incorporated into 
the new interior design. In one of the projects, cast-off 
working clothes and dissembled products of the 
organisation were used as finish materials. The visual-
isation mostly aimed to express the general identity of 
the organisation, but in some cases, the decoration 
represented the place of business or colour variety 
was used to distinguish the different team areas and 
create group identity.

4.2.2. Creating people visibility
A second strategy for connectedness focused on the 
visibility of people by using transparent materials, 
such as glass walls, and by spatial openness which 
offers sight lines. One designer argued that visibility 
would reduce anonymity and alienation because when 
employees are seen by others, for example when 
entering the office, it would make them feel part of a 
group. The designers believed that seeing others 
increases awareness of their presence and thereby 
supports connectedness. As participant #11 explained: 
“When you sit down here for a minute, you can see 
those colleagues and are reminded of the fact that 
you are all working for the same company.” Material 
transparency was also used to make a visual connec-
tion between spaces and their occupants, emphasising 
their relationship and preventing them from feeling 
locked up.

4.2.3. Offering choice and flexibility
The designers argued that offering built-in possibilities 
for customising and personalisation would increase 

bonding because they support getting to know each 
other. They created opportunities for personal 
announcements, such as birth cards, and invitations 
for social activities by applying a variety of displays, 
from notice boards (Equipment) to show-cases 
(Furniture). At a more abstract level, some designers 
assumed that possibilities for the user to control the 
environment and choose between different spaces or 
different seating arrangements were basic needs 
which had to be satisfied to establish the psycho-
logical safety that allows for building personal 
relationships.

4.2.4. Providing cosy spaces
Several designers recognised the employees’ need for 
withdrawal from the bustle and argued that providing 
shelter may increase the psychological safety required 
for sincere conversations. An intimate atmosphere was 
assumed to support peace of mind that allows for an 
open conversation with an office colleague and taking 
the time to discuss personal issues. Based on the wide 
array of design attributes that were used to create 
cosiness, this was the most complex and multi-faceted 
affordance. It also was the most discussed affordance, 
along with choice and flexibility.

Cosiness was created by using warm, more satu-
rated, and darker colours, semi-transparent, natural- 
looking, and tactile finishings, decorations, such as 
rugs, cushions, curtains, and window film, diffuse and 
warm-white lighting and lighting fixtures with soft- 
looking lampshades, greenery, natural shapes and 
downsizing spaces, homely and upholstered furniture 
such as bookcases, armchairs, and couches. “I think 
that a visible wardrobe expresses: ‘Well, you can linger 
here, take off your coat, come in, and feel welcome’” 
(participant #5). Furthermore, the designers aim for 
cosiness creating enclosure with walls, plants or furni-
ture, that covers the user’s back. “Seating in an alcove 
feels safer and more pleasant than a bench against a 
wall. A bench against a wall protrudes, you can’t hide, 
you’re very much in sight. Sitting in an alcove pro-
vides protection, only your legs stick out” (participant 
#11). Several designers explain the observed popular-
ity of enclosed “train seats” by the cosiness and priv-
acy they offer without being completely separated 
from the social environment.

4.2.5. Accommodating group activities
A small minority of the designers related the offering 
of social facilities to supporting connectedness. They 
aimed to support social gatherings, such as having 
cake or drinks together to celebrate birthdays and 
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work successes, by including a work caf�e or canteen 
featuring proper furniture for these activities. In one of 
the projects, the design provided showers to allow 
employees to join the organisation’s informal sports 
groups during their breaks.

4.3. Design strategies to stimulate informal social 
interactions

The goal of stimulating spontaneous and informal social 
interactions featured a more prominent role in the inter-
views than supporting connectedness. The 11 identified 
strategies to increase social interactions (see Figure 3) 
aimed to increase eye contact and bumping into each 
other, lead office workers to spaces that are designed 
for social activities, and nudge them to linger to further 
increase the chance of spontaneous conversations.

4.3.1. Creating walking routes and destinations
The most prominent strategy to stimulate informal 
social interactions was bringing people together by 
directing the traffic flows within the building and 
offering social destinations. The spatial organisation, 
for example, grouping social spaces adjacent to work-
spaces, was used to create movement and direct office 
workers towards a central hub. Walking routes were 
manipulated through the positioning of walls and pas-
sages. Destinations were created by applying and stra-
tegically positioning equipment, such as coffee 
machines, printers, and lockers. “Casual encounters are 
even more important [than work-related meetings]. 
Therefore the photocopier is not positioned in the cor-
ridor but has been placed in a niche here [in the cen-
tral area]. So everyone meets each other here, 
whether they like it or not” (participant #9).

4.3.2. Offering facilities for social activities
A variety of breakout spaces was designed for eating, 
drinking, and playing together. The most important 
components of this affordance were Equipment, such 
as coffee machines and games, and Spatial organisa-
tion, referring to the central position or clustering of 
this equipment, which explains the horizontal connec-
tion between the two attributes (Figure 3). Four 
designers used furniture to create a social facility, such 
as lounge seats, a bar, or a large kitchen table. “The 
bar and stools were intended to make people linger, 
for example at Friday afternoon drinks, instead of just 
grabbing something and leaving” (participant #8). The 
use of Size & shape to create social facilities refers to 
the spatial capacity to accommodate large social gath-
erings or stopping for a chat in traffic zones.

Four designers explicitly state that social facilities 
create an informal atmosphere by communicating pos-
sibilities for social activities.

4.3.3. Visibility of people and destinations
To support social interactions, the designers created 
transparent and open spaces where users would be 
literally and symbolically accessible, communicating 
their availability for interaction. “Here, the kitchen is 
the focal point of the social area. [ … ] Eating and 
drinking brings people together, therefore a kitchen 
like this is very important. We did not want to hide it 
[ … ] but proudly show it.” (participant #7). Since eye 
contact was believed to elicit conversations, they often 
used glass walls for meeting rooms and workspaces.

4.3.4. Creating an informal atmosphere
In the breakout spaces, the designers created a lively 
and playful atmosphere to invite users to socialise and 
communicate the permission to talk, being at a loca-
tion where one would not disturb others. The most 
important attribute for expressing informality and 
playfulness was Furniture, for example, lounge seating, 
alcove seats, decorative chairs, bookcases, pouffes, 
and standing tables, which were often combined with 
homely accessories, such as rugs or table lamps. When 
explaining their choice of furniture for breakout 
spaces, five designers referred to body positions that 
may support informal conversations, such as hanging 
out at the bar and sagging on the sofa. Furthermore, 
Equipment, such as television screens, coffee machines 
and table games were used to directly create an infor-
mal atmosphere or indirectly through the planning of 
breakout spaces (Social facilities). Four designers used 
Finishings like wood and ceramic tiles to create an 
informal atmosphere, for example by referring to 
beach life and coffee bars. Other strategies were 
designing a printed wallpaper with hidden surprises to 
trigger conversations and removing the pre-fabric ceil-
ing to degrade the corporate look. Remarkably, decor-
ation was rather used to create cosiness and identity 
than to communicate playfulness.

4.3.5. Demarcation of social spaces
To indicate where it is appropriate to socialise, the 
designers not only considered the features of social 
space itself but also its boundaries and contrast with 
spaces for focus work and formal meetings. For this 
demarcation, the designers mainly used colour in dif-
ferent shades or degrees of colourfulness and finish-
ings, for example, soft versus hard flooring. Three 
designers used contrasting furniture to demarcate 
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functionalities, for example, sofas versus office chairs 
and a playful versus rigid seating arrangement. Three 
designers used lighting, for example, downlights to 
highlight a spot for gathering and underline the differ-
ence with standard office lighting. Four designers 
demarcated functions by morphology or room size.

4.3.6. Cosiness, enclosure, and comfort
In addition to stimulating spontaneous encounters 
and highlighting interaction opportunities, the design-
ers also wanted to support personal conversations by 
offering physical and psychological comfort. They cre-
ated spatial intimacy through physical and visual 
enclosure using solid walls and decorations like curtains 
and window foil. This architectural privacy was consid-
ered to contribute to a sense of shelter (cosiness, see 
4.2). To make people feel comfortable and at ease and 
reduce concern about bothering others or being over-
heard, the designers used sound-absorbing finishings, 
upholstered seats and privacy screens. They distanced 
the social spaces from quiet zones and separated 
them by walls, which in some cases were placed only 
after neighbouring office workers had complained 
about the noise.

4.3.7. Choice and flexibility
Providing the users with a range of settings and possi-
bilities for adjusting the environment to their needs is 
the most discussed affordance. This diversity predom-
inantly serves to accommodate a variety of social 
interactions that depend on mood, conversation topic, 
or group size. Furniture and equipment are the most 
important means to create functional diversity while 
decoration is used to create aesthetic diversity and 
adjustable lighting provides user control. “To provide a 
choice whether to sit here or further down the build-
ing, what type of seat, sitting high or low, in a closed, 
enclosed, or open space. This makes people feel com-
fortable, which, I assume, will enable connecting to 
others” (participant #15).

5. Discussion and conclusions

Designing for well-being in the future of work is a 
major concern (Bentley et al. 2021), especially with the 
rise of remote and hybrid working. The office spaces 
of the future will need to promote in-person inter-
action and create a sense of community to support 
employees’ social well-being. This study aimed to 
uncover designers’ strategies for creating such social 
spaces and identify the key affordances involved.

To create social offices, workplace designers primar-
ily focus on stimulating informal interactions. Positive 
encounters and socialising are seen as the foundation 
for building relationships. Additionally, they recognise 
the importance of connectedness in the physical work-
ing environment (Sander, Caza, and Jordan 2019). 
They aim to foster a sense of community and provide 
privacy for confidential conversations to ensure 
employees feel comfortable and not disruptive to 
others.

Affordances play a crucial role in the designers’ 
strategies, connecting design attributes to user-cen-
tred project goals by creating functionalities and com-
municating appropriate use. The linkages between 
design attributes and affordances are abundant, indi-
cating their significance. However, the linkages 
between affordances and strategic goals are less 
prominent. This may be attributed to the natural flow 
of conversation in the interviews, where frequent 
repetition of distant goals may not be obvious. 
Another explanation could be that in these cases, 
designers were influenced by personal beliefs that 
were intuitively related to social goals, such as sup-
porting general well-being, or by explicit preferences 
expressed by clients regarding specific design attrib-
utes or affordances.

The type of affordances highlighted by the design-
ers seems to confirm the expected two levels of 
abstraction, distinguishing between functional and 
psychological affordances. This corresponds to a 
design’s communication of its primary, practical func-
tions and its secondary, symbolic functions (Muller 
2003, p. 334–337). However, there is a lack of linkages 
between these two levels, suggesting that the design-
ers themselves may not explicitly differentiate 
between concrete functional and more abstract psy-
chological affordances. It is important to note that 
these missing linkages may also be a result of content 
analysis techniques employed to calculate inter-coder 
agreement, which required coders to choose the most 
prominent affordance in a quotation, thereby avoiding 
co-occurrence within a category.

In line with space syntax theory (Hillier and Hanson 
1984), designers’ strategies for increasing social inter-
action in offices emphasise the importance of physical 
openness and spatial integration of social areas. 
However, these strategies also underscore the signifi-
cance of visual communication and the role of furni-
ture and equipment in stimulating informal 
interaction. This emphasises that facilitating move-
ment is only one aspect, while the communication of 
meaning and providing comfort for lingering (Fayard 
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and Weeks 2007; Spreitzer, Bacevice, and Garrett 2020; 
Tann and Ayoko 2020) are equally important factors. 
An informal atmosphere can be considered a behav-
ioural setting (Barker, 1968) that communicates the 
acceptability of informal interaction. The identified 
design attributes primarily focus on furnishings, 
including furniture, decoration, greenery, and equip-
ment, with a multi-sensory approach encompassing 
visual, auditive, and tactile experiences. Furnishings 
are considered the core of interior design and distin-
guish it from architecture that places greater emphasis 
on spatial structure and technical solutions.

The designers’ stated use of artificial lighting pri-
marily revolved around the visual appearance and 
adjustability of lighting fixtures with less attention 
given to light levels and technology that determines 
light quality. This discrepancy may be attributed to 
the limited in-depth study of lighting in interior design 
programs (Reddy, Humphries Stewart, and Fortenberry 
2021) and a less obvious relationship with social 
behaviour, although indoor lighting has a known 
impact on mood and social functioning (K€uller et al. 
2006; van Duijnhoven et al. 2019). The potential of 
greenery in office spaces is also underutilised, as 
plants can contribute to privacy, acoustic comfort, and 
positive mood (Aydogan and Cerone 2021).

The identified affordances reflect a broad view of 
social office space that aligns with organisational lit-
erature. They align with design elements indicated by 
Spreitzer, Bacevice, and Garrett (2020) as being sup-
portive of pro-social behaviour and a sense of commu-
nity, such as social facilities, visual identity, and 
affective affordances which promote generosity and 
caring. However, the interviewees’ focus is on general 
connectedness and organisational identity rather than 
team cohesion and individual expression. Strict hot- 
desking policies that discourage territorial markers 
may influence this emphasis. Technologies could offer 
flexible personalisation to support individual well- 
being in these aspects.

5.1. Practical implications

The developed code system and hierarchical map in 
this study have practical implications for interior office 
design. The code system provides definitions of essen-
tial concepts, facilitating mutual understanding in this 
multidisciplinary field. The mental map visualises the 
designers’ decisions, which are often made intuitively 
and not explicitly. These tools can be used to discuss 
design solutions that meet the clients’ desires for 
social well-being in the workplace. By focusing on the 

desired affordances and leveraging the expertise of 
interior designers, these discussions can lead to effect-
ive design solutions. Additionally, the identified strat-
egies can inspire and educate less experienced 
designers who are working on creating office spaces 
that promote well-being in new ways of working, such 
as hybrid and activity-based models.

5.2. Implications for science

The means-end chain analysis employed in this study 
proved useful in uncovering the implicit and intuitive 
strategies of workplace designers. However, the link-
ages with higher-order goals were relatively weak. It is 
unclear whether this is due to designers focusing pri-
marily on affordances or the limitations of the soft-lad-
dering approach, which did not emphasise repeated 
connections with higher-order goals. This study con-
tributes to the conceptualisation of office design by 
identifying design parameters that not only enable 
specific behaviours but also encourage the use of spe-
cific spaces. This is important for systematic investiga-
tions into the effects of office design on behaviour 
and well-being (Sugiyama et al. 2021). The findings 
extend the theory of affordances (Gibson 1977) into 
the domain of the work environment, with a specific 
focus on facilitating social behaviour among office 
users.

5.3. Limitations and future research

This study represents an initial step in defining social 
affordances in interior office space from the designer’s 
perspective. To strengthen the findings, further 
research should involve a larger number of office proj-
ects, a wider variety of workplace designers, and 
cross-cultural comparisons. The use of triangulation 
can further enhance the robustness of the findings. 
Additionally, the fragmentation of rich interview state-
ments compromised the identification of means-end 
chains. Future studies could explore qualitative 
approaches to establish the reliability of content ana-
lysis through discussions among multiple independent 
researchers.

It is important to note that the affordances identi-
fied in this study are based on the designers’ assump-
tions. Designers can intend to guide behaviour in a 
certain way but users can choose to do something 
else or the design may not perform as expected 
(Søiland 2021). Furthermore, there may be a discrep-
ancy between the designer’s memory and their actual 
strategy at the time. Therefore, it is essential to 
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confirm whether users indeed perceive these affordan-
ces and increase their connectedness and informal 
interaction. Correlational studies and experiments can 
be conducted to test each hypothesis represented in 
the hierarchical map, serving as a foundation for the 
further development of workplace design theory. It is 
crucial to bridge the gap between designers’ inten-
tions and users’ experiences in order to create truly 
effective and user-centred office environments.
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