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Abstract: Post-pandemic work environments have been inclined towards the “endless workloads”, which has now started
resulting in burnout amongst the knowledge workers. The issue has been made more prominent in the current scenario due to
the rigid and typical design of the corporate buildings. This research paper analyses the physiological and psychological impacts
of the built environment on knowledge workers, also making interventions for the cognitive restorations. A Study has been made
through the understanding of the three major aspects, starting from understanding the workers’ health impacts on the output,
understanding the impact of lighting in the corporate interiors and lastly the impact of biophilic interventions on the physiology
and psychology of workers in the corporate interiors. *"The Slow Work Sanctuary' is a new way of helping the people to recover
mentally which not only boosts the productivity but also creates a harmonious balance between nature and the built environment
through various aspects of cognitive restoration. This is a sustainable, human-centred approach for the future of the corporate
workspace.

Keywords: Work environments, endless workloads, built environment, cognitive restoration, biophilic interventions, productivity,
harmonious balance.

I. INTRODUCTION

In the current scenario, the meaning of "productivity” is changing as the pandemic ends. The contemporary open office culture is no
more contemporary in the present scenarios as it has become a junction of endless working hours which lead to rise of higher level
of anxiety, sensory overload and a condition called "continuous partial attention™. The corporate office structure has now become a
place of chronic stress instead of being a supporter due to the work-life balance.

This research aims towards a crucial responsibility of a designer to consider public health. It triggers the users as well as the
organization to understand whether the rigid environment of a corporate office which is characterized by uniform lighting, rigid
grids and synthetic material is biologically inappropriate as per the human nervous systems. We are a “caveman brain” trying to
function in "glass boxes". Introducing a slow work sanctuary is a new idea designed for the cognitive restoration in a high stimulus
and sterile environment of a corporate interior. The slow work sanctuary draws its inspiration from Neuro architecture and biophilia
by creating an environment which lowers the cortisol levels. By manipulating the spatial volumes, light temperature, acoustic
textures, and organic materiality. The interior environment transitions from a passive backdrop to an active therapeutic tool,
fostering deep focus and mental resilience.

Il. LITERATURE STUDY
A. The Crisis of Workplace Stress and Environmental Determinants
1) The Post-Pandemic Shift in Organizational Health
In the past 6 years especially after the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way people live and work across the world. World
Health Statistics recently reported that the pandemic has not only witnessed major loss of lives around the world but it actually
made organisations realise the importance of health and happy environment. "Happy worker - productive worker" hypothesis has
started gaining new life in the past pandemic era. In today's life wellbeing is not just a matter of welfare, but an indicator of how
well a brain can function for the tasks. However, many institutions and organisations are aware of the issues, now post pandemic has
added a new dimension to the "endless work culture” by promoting employees to work from anywhere which initially gave a
flexibility to the employees to make up their challenges but later become a state of stress as it blurs the work life balance. Resulted
studies have shown that the "work anywhere culture™ has impacted less happy and healthy employees at work.(Chang, 2024).
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Figure 1. Unwell well-being (httpswww.inspiredmovement.co. zapostthe-cost-of-an-unwell-workforcesrsltid)

The literature study expresses a relationship between the health of employees and organisational sustainability. The interrelated
relationship caused long term health issues due to unhealthy habits practiced due to lack of time and mental stability. High blood
pressure, posture failure, excessive weight gain, digestive issues, emotional breakdowns have estimated to cost employers in the
United States approximately $36.4 billion in lost workdays alone. Although there are many hidden costs of presenteeism, where
employees are physically present but psychologically disengaged, are significant. Following research emphasised that unhealthier
employees contribute less to the organisational goals. Whereas healthier employees lower the labour costs (such as insurance,
premiums and compensation claims) and give higher performance. Consequently, these affected organisations change their
perspective to make a healthier environment as well as make healthier employees a key aspect of operational efficiency rather than
an optional perk.(Chang, 2024).

3) Physical and Psychosocial Environmental Determinants

Current research employs the Job Demands - Resources (JD-R) model which clearly expresses the impact of the working

environment on cognitive and emotional states. According to this study burnout happens when a job demands the (stressors) are

greater than resources (support, physical comfort).(MDPI, 2025).

e Physical factors: The physical aspects of the workspace are a key aspect of the employee's wellbeing. It has been observed that
deterioration in the environmental factors of workspace such as poor lighting quality, thermal discomfort, noise disturbance,
dull ambience has resulted in eye strain, trouble concentrating and increased higher stress levels. Enhancing the environment
can bring restoration which can eventually result in more organisational efficiency(Archdaily, n.d.).
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Figure 2 Physiological aspects of thermal comfort (www.archdaily.com)

e Psychosocial & Autonomy: In a workspace employees not only deal with the physical factors, it also responds towards the
Psychosocial Environmental (the presence of other people around) the presence of toxic culture (bullying, isolation)
exacerbates emotional fatigue.
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Furthermore, the literature highlights that autonomy of an employee is a crucial mediator; employees who perceive their work as
meaningful full, interesting and believe that they have control over their environment experience higher levels of psychological
well-being (PWB) and subjective Well-being (SWB).

B. Photobiological Impacts on Cognitive Restoration
1) The Primacy of Natural Light in Cognitive Performance
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Figure 3 Impact of lighting in workspace(https://upcomingprop.com/hiranandani/mumbai/hiranandani-andheri-east/)

Light in Architecture is an oxygen for the space as it breathes through it. As it defines the character, influence, special hierarchy and
what not. A space can never be perceived without a light. In space all objects get validated as it interacts with the light source which
make it a vital as well as optimal source of illumination for environment making cognitive alertness and physiological well-being.
Literature demonstrates that environment experiencing light level less than 140lux are significantly correlated with visual fatigue,
headaches, and rapid loss of concentration conversely, daylight access has ensured reduction in eye strain and enhance
concentration compare to mixed or artificial lighting environment. This has become a biological necessity which has been reflected
in the corporate interiors, where "erg ophthalmology"”, the study of vision and work, suggests that natural light increases alertness,
visual comfort and job satisfaction. Studying the economics of corporate towers underline the potential of day lit spaces that the
autonomy of spatial daylight is highly valued 5-6% higher than those without, underscoring the intrinsic human preference for
connection to natural rhythms.(Architecture Department, Faculty of Engineering, Al-Azhar University, Cairo, Egypt, n.d.).
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2) Artificial Lighting, Colour Temperature, and Circadian Entrainment

In the world of people seeking for natural light, modern corporate interiors purely rely on artificial lights due to a typical sterile
environment, lacking natural ventilation and light. The quality of light is defined by illuminance and Correlated Colour Temperature
(CCT). Studies specify that dynamic LED systems, which allow for the adjustment of CCT, are crucial for supporting the human
circadian rhythm. (ledlightexpert, 2022)

How Lighting Affects Productivity

One of the most striking factors influencing how we work
is the color temperature — measured in Kelvin (K) — of the
light sources we're exposed to on a regular basis,
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Figure 4 Lighting temperature (https://onlinemba.unc.edu/news/how-lighting-affects-productivity/)

e Cooler, Blue-Enriched Light - these lights are dominant in standard white LEDs as it promotes alertness but meanwhile if
overused or timed incorrectly can cause disrupted sleep patterns.

e Tannable systems - Advance interventions propose the mimicking of the natural day light in accordance to attain the human
circadian rhythm, it transits from cooler to warmer tones throughout the day. Studies have reflected that tannable LED systems
that are aligned with the external solar cycles significantly enhances user well-being and performance.(ledlightexpert,
2022)(Pure edge lighting, 2025).

3) The Glare Paradox and Visual Comfort
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Figure 5 Visual comfort (archdaily.com)

An important and valuable aspect for the autonomy of spatial daylight as the space brings natural light along with a glare creating a
paradox. Daylight is essential but it also causes glare which creates visual discomfort and headaches because of the high contrast
glare. Studies have shown that for an intelligent building system it's not enough to have windows, it's equally important to maintain
its intensity throughout the day. Active management systems like automated blinders, motorised mesh shades or automatic tuning
can balance the environment of the workplace. "Restorative™ space doesn't need just illumination but a tannable system to avoid
overloading on senses.
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C. Biophilic Interventions and Restorative Environments
1) The Biophilic Effect on Productivity and Psychological State
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The human built environment plays an important role in its well-being and mental health as the majority of people spend the
maximum of their time indoors approx. 90%. The literature characterises that "Biophilic designs™ are not only a means of interior
aesthetics but a preference for the restoration of human well-being (cognitive preservation). Empirical research conducted in Saudi
Arabia has conducted a Pearson correlation test that has demonstrated a robust, statistically significant association between the
quality of Biophilic interior environments and employee productivity. The findings fully support the "Attention Restoration Theory"
which celebrates that being surrounded by the plants or the indirect natural views impacts the human brain and rescues it from
"direct attention” (which makes the employee tired) and exposes them to "soft fascination” which helps everyone to get over anxiety
and stress.(International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 2014).

2) Physiological Benefits: Air Quality and Microclimates

The literature study determines that Biophilic interventions have many impacts beyond psychology. Studies of corporate interiors of
IT complexes shows that outdoor Biophilic interventions play a major role in the microclimate in way to reduce the heat islands,
storing the carbon and filtering the harmful pollutants. According to the study in the International Journal of Environment Research
and Public health (2014), having a Biophilic environment has impacted in lower VOCs and CO2 levels. Which is again related to
healthier environment and maximum productivity and fewer sick days and absences.(International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 2014).

1. BIOPHILIC OPERATIONS AND MAINTENANCE STRATEGY
Ideating a green environment within a corporate setting in any climate requires strict operations and analysis, surveillance. For
instance, if all of these are only meant for the aesthetics, there is a major probability of it becoming a breeding ground for
mosquitoes and fungus gnats for any type of setup, whereas dengue and malaria are the common in various cities. The idea of
making a Sanctuary has no relationship with the decoration but has much more to serve for the physical and psychological factors of
the setup. Meanwhile when it comes to the maintenance part of it there comes the role of engineering and horticultural interventions.
No exposed water systems. Strict use of sub irrigated planters (SIPs) and closed loop hydroponics can be used.
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Sub-Irrigation Planters (SIPs)

Container Gardening

5-gallon SIP

Figure 7 SIP (https://www.pinterest.com/pin/31384558627794:65‘6‘37)‘55?@1&[);]7@?5@i'tHéé.‘c‘om.au/bloqs/news/start¥qardeninq-
with-lightweight-soil-alternatives-explained)

e Zero exposed water systems - Stagnant water is the primary reason for the mosquito breeding. Since the traditional planters
have open saucers, it should be avoided. The design system specifies the exclusive use of sub irrigated planters and closed loop
hydroponics. In these systems, water reservoirs are hermetically sealed under the root zone, using capillary action to hydrate the
plants while remaining entirely inaccessible to airborne insects.

e Dressing - Fungus and gnats are generally bred in damp organic matter. To avoid fungus gnats soils are replaced by sterile, soil-
less aggregates (e.g. Coco coir and perlite) , furthermore each and every planter should be capped with a 50mm top-dress of
inorganic material, such as polished river gravel and lightweight expanded clay aggregate (LECA), breaking the reproductive
cycle of soil dwelling pests.(American Mosquito Control Association, 2017)

e Micro-climate Airflow Disruption - HVAC can play a vital role in disrupting insects as they are very weak fliers. Strategically
integrating HVAC directly into the Biophilic layout by linear slot diffusers positioning just above the dense plantation creates
continuous gentle downdraft that naturally deters the flying insects from setting or navigating the canopy.

e Strategic Plantation for moisture issues - The strategic planning of plant species featuring phytotelmas (water-holding
structures), for example bromeliads. The planning should incorporate exclusively on the self-draining structural plants like
Sansevieria and Nephrologist, ensuring no ambient moisture is trapped above the soil top layer.

V. SENSORY REGULATION AND HAPTIC GROUNDING
As we are transforming from high urban stress to cognitive restoration it should not only rely upon the visual cues, It also requires
somatosensory engagement. Taking footwear before entering the interior environment is a deeply ingrained ritual, in many Eastern
cultures that marks a psychological difference of. Transitioning from an outdoor environment to a Clean, sacred and restful inside.
On the other side letting everyone shoe free in a corporate environment can create professional problems and hygiene issues.
Adapting the concern in the slow work sanctuary setup makes it more rooted in slowness. Sanctuary thresholds should encourage,
not force, changes in behaviour with a "zoned haptic" approach.

Spatial and Tactile Interventions:

The cave zone which has a shoe free sanctuary can make users feel more sensitive to their senses.
. L]

Figure 8 Activating root chakra leaving impurity behind (https://www.rudraksha-ratna.com/articles/why-do-we-go-to-temples-

barefoot)
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e The Traditional Slipper Protocol (the air lock) - Entering into a decompression zone which is a threshold to the sanctuary needs
a pause where you are actually leaving the external environment. Mandating bare foot entry as a part of decompression marks a
physical filter. It should be a fragment to decompression. A custom milled wooden transition bench houses ventilation joinery
where users are encouraged to exchange urban footwear for provided sanitised acoustic slippers (e.g. Thick felt or cork-soled).
This also eliminates the sharp acoustic heel strikes on the hard flooring. Fundamentally it lowers the ambient decibel level of
the office while maintaining professional comfort.

e The shoe-free sanctuary - However if we see, users are still there with footwears that is restricting the sensitivity to
environmental senses in the interior. In the deepest restorative zone floorings needs to create higher level of vulnerability. Such
reset spaces should have raised floor levels with precises flooring material to dramatically shift user from hard to ultra deep,
plush textile. (E.g. Heavy wool rugs or padded felt). This psychologically prompts the user to release the inside footwears
before stepping in deep restoration.

V. SPATIAL DEFENSIBILITY AND BEHAVIOURAL RISK MITIGATION

Providing deep restorative spaces in a corporate environment essentially requires complete privacy in architecture. Such fully

enclosed, sensory-deprived spaces can create problems of facility management. Un monitored spaces can be used for bad

behaviours, unauthorised long-term stays, or medical emergencies that can go unnoticed. So, the "Cave Zone" and its Solitude pods
must be designed in a way that combines the psychological needs of Attention Restoration Theory (ART) along with the light idea
of defensive spaces.

Interventions in architecture and systems:

o Visual Permeability and the illusion of Privacy- The pod enclosures should use angles timber louvers and frosted acoustic glass
with minimum 50mm of clear reveal from the floor levels to maintain adequate privacy. This will allow partial monitoring
without disturbing the space function.

e Controlled Acoustic leaks - Comple acoustic isolation can be dangerous. Using thick textiles curtains for the gateways and
wooden partition enclosures to reciprocate the inside decibels while maintaining the illumination.

e Hardware and Access Control - Pods should strictly restrict use of any mechanical deadbolts. Instead, privacy should be
maintained by social architecture and clear hardware signifiers, such as mechanical "occupied/vacant” dials or automated
exterior LED indicators.

e Smart Environmental Sensors - It is crucial to prevent indefinite loitering; the Pods should be integrated with the organisations
management system. System should read or monitor the duration of use. If the duration exceeds the recommended 45-minute
restorative window, or if multiple heat signatures are detected in a single occupant pod, the baseline amber light (2200K) is
programmed to gradually shift to a hight alert 4000k, which will effectively reset the environment and gently discourage the
prolongs misuse.

VI. USE: THE SPATIAL HIERARCHY

Integrating Slow Work Sanctuary framework in any corporate interior’s environment will need a deliberate spatial hierarchy that

goes from high stimulus collaboration to deep sensory deprived zones.

e The Decompression Zone - The threshold. This zone marks a transition of indoor and outdoor environment with a pause with
decompression attributes.

e The Lucid Zone - Zone idealises to inherit most glare free, circadian aligned daylight. Meant for focused, direct attention, using
ergonomic precision and cooler light temperature.

o The Rhythm Zone- A transitional, Collaborative space where the Biophilic interventions is a main element. Plantation acts as a
sound and sight barriers, creating a "soft fascination" environment.

e The Cave Zone - The deepest restorative refuge. Zoned strategically in the light deprived areas of the floor plate, this zone
utilizes heavy, high tactile materials and profound acoustic isolations to trigger a physiological "stand down" response, offering
true sensory decompression.
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VII. CRITERIA FOR PRECEDENT SELECTION (CORPORATE GLASS BOX CONTEXT)
This framework aims to establish the parameters which are crucial to identify architectural precedents that help mitigate the sensory
stress of sealed, high density corporate interiors environments. Precedents are systematically categorised into two distinct typologies
to validate components of "Slow Work Theory".

Direct Precedents - High Density Biophilic Integration

o Objective - To analyse the operational and psychological feasibility of biological integration within a functioning space.

o Selection Criteria - Any corporate interior facilities renowned for extensive indoor landscaping or living wall systems (e.g. The
Spheres by Amazon, Second Home).

e Analytical Focus - Carefully balancing Biophilic density as per the needs of the people using the space. Second, it’s about the
practical details of the interior lighting and the maintenance of horticulture and interior managements.

Indirect Precedents - Sensory and Restorative Analogies

e Objective - To deconstruct anatomy of “sanctuary" spaces by examining typologies designed explicitly for psychological
restoration.

o Selection Criteria - Cases outside the corporate setup, such as wellness retreats, meditation centres etc. (e.g. Therme Vals)

e Analytical Focus - Identifying how silence, tactile materiality, and controlled lighting are orchestrated to lower cognitive load
and decelerate occupant pacing.

1) Example precedents and subjects of reference

e The Spheres (Seattle) - an example for sustaining a high density, Biophilic ecosystem in a glass Sphere with a steel envelope.

e Second Home (Lisbon) - Reference for utilising aspects of plantation strategies for indoor biomass, acoustic buffering and sight
barriers as soft fascination in open plan context.

o Aman Tokyo (Japan) - Reference for the mechanical Strategies of diffusing harsh light, high altitude daylight in glass box. (e.g.
Washing papers, louvers, partitions)

o Therme Vals (Switzerland) - Reference for the sensory deprived spaces and its key features, a windowless space, strategies to
induce cognitive decompression.

2) Selection Criteria of precedents by Human Centric Factors

e Physical Factors - Cases demonstrating spatial hierarchy within column free spans, inherited organic, Biophilic approaches
breaking the rigid typicality of corporateness.

e Physiological Factors - Mitigating sealed environments a root cause of "sick building syndrome” through indoor air quality
(IAQ) management, Utilising Botanical filtration for reduced VOC's and regulating internal humidity alongside mechanical
HVAC systems.

e Photobiological Factors - Interventions that successfully harvest the glare free daylight specially at the glass facade while
deploying tannable, circadian aligned artificial lighting to support biological needs of a user, impacting dark corners of the floor
plate.

e Somatosensory (Haptic) Factors - the interventions and deliberate use of heavily textured, tactile and vernacular materials (e.g.
rammed earth, raw timber) to provide physiological grounding, nature connection and contrast against sterile environment of
standard corporate interiors.

e Psychosocial Facts - Cases that gives a executed refuge within the exposed nature of glass box, providing enclosed, acoustically
isolated zones to mitigate the hyper visibility and stress of open plan boundaryless work.

VIIl.  THE "SENSORY-FIRST" DESIGN METHODOLOGY
Traditional space planning prioritises spatial efficiency and programmatic adjacencies, In the Slow Work sanctuary we prioritize the
occupant’s sensory cognitive experience. The methodology is executed in three sequential phases:
1) Phase 1 - Environmental and Sensory Mapping: Analysing the invisible environmental forces acting upon the floor should be
mapped and quantified.
e Solar and Luminous Mapping - Analysing the sun path movement and quality of the natural light.
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e Acoustic zoning -ldentifying external constraints (e.g. urban traffic, mechanical systems) versus internal opportunities for
"slow" noise (e.g., acoustic dampening, water features)

e Outcome -The generation of a "Sensory Matrix", identifying the optimal microclimates within the floor plate for deep
concentration versus active collaboration.

2) Phase 2: Neuro-Spatial and Cognitive Zoning: The floor plan should be zoned as per the observed cognitive energy throughout
the floor plate instead of traditional departmental hierarchy.

e The High-Stimulus Exchange (Fast Zone):Higher interaction spaces considering entry, active collaboration and circulation need
to be characterised by higher energy, brighter illumination and greater acoustic tolerance.

e The Transitional Bridge (Decompression Zone):Incorporating biophilic corridor and thresholds designed to signal the user a
psychological shift, slowly shifting the users the neutral state.

e The Sanctuary (Slow Zone):Suitable cool and quite part of the floor plate characterising the deep work and reset typologies with
soft acoustics, warm and dimmable lighting along with biophilic integrated elements.

3) Phase 3: Micro-Interventions and Sensory Detailing The final phase applies the theoretical findings to specific architectural
details, creating targeted "Sanctuary Points™ throughout the workspace.

e Luminous Interventions:The strategic positioning of ceiling baffles or light scoops is employed to direct gentle, indirect
illumination throughout the entire floor plate.

e Haptic Grounding: The incorporation of vernacular materials, including textured stone or rammed earth, at designated locations
serves to physically anchor the user.

e Biological Filtration:A "Biophilic core™ is integrated, functioning as a central biological element that purifies the indoor air.

IX. DISCUSSION
The Slow Work Sanctuary: A New Way to Restore Cognitive Function in the Built Environment
The modern business world is at a very important turning point. In the post-pandemic world, where the boundaries between work
and personal life are becoming less distinct, the resulting increase in cognitive burnout has highlighted the shortcomings of
traditional, impersonal office designs. This research aimed to contest the dominant belief that offices should be exclusively designed
for optimal, continuous productivity, suggesting instead that enduring productivity is biologically unattainable without designated
areas for cognitive rejuvenation. By integrating the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model, photobiology, and Attention
Restoration Theory (ART), this study has shown that human-centric design is not merely an aesthetic indulgence, but a
physiological imperative(MDPI, 2025). The contemporary knowledge worker requires a workspace that mitigates the sensory
overload characteristic of urban environments. This project, which situates the proposed "Slow Work Sanctuary™ within the bustling
Times Square Grand building in Ahmedabad, translates theoretical research into a practical, high-pressurecontext.
Employing a synthesis of the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model, photobiology, and Attention Restoration Theory (ART), this
investigation has established that human-centric design is not merely an aesthetic consideration, but rather a fundamental
physiological requirement.
In the modern corporate interiors, knowledge workers need an environment that is restorative and mitigates sensory overload.
By situating the proposed "Slow Work Sanctuary” within the high-stimulus environment of the Times Square Grand building in
Ahmedabad, this project moves theoretical research into a tangible, high-stakes context. The intervention utilizes the building’s
north-facing glass facade not as a mere boundary, but as a "cognitive battery" harvesting glare-free, circadian-aligned daylight to
fuel the high-focus lucid zone. Conversely, by retreating into the deeper, light-deprived areas of the floor plate, the design
establishes the Cave Zone as a highly tactile, sensory-controlled refuge utilizing earthy materials like mud plaster to ground the user
and induce "soft fascination™.
The spatial journey through the sanctuary from the acoustic masking of the Decompression Zone to the biophilic density of the
Rhythm Zone demonstrates that vegetation, spatial hierarchy, and sensory modulation can fundamentally alter the occupant’s
psychological state. Interventions such as the "SBR Filter" demonstrate how architectural elements can pixelate and diffuse urban
chaos, turning a major source of stress (traffic noise and visual glare) into a dynamic, restorative backdrop.
In further discussion,
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"The Slow Work Sanctuary” offers a vital counter-narrative to the modern corporate "glass box". It introduces an essential
Architectural intervention that makes the workspace an adaptive ecosystem, addressing the biological needs of the occupants, such
as sensory limits and psychological factors. The intervention generates a positive approach to higher productivitythrough slow work
restorations for a sustainable future of corporate interiors.
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