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Praise for Whatever Works

“In Whatever Works, psychologist Thalma Lobel shares the surprising and unexpected ways small tweaks can have a big impact on our performance and success at work as well as our general job satisfaction. From mind hacks for increasing concentration to tricks for boosting creativity, there is a lot here for employers and employees alike. The great watercooler talking points alone are worth their weight in office cred. Fun, practical, and important!”

—Guy Winch, author of Emotional First Aid and three-time TED Talk speaker

“Simple, accessible, profound. This book will help you introduce small changes to your environment that can make a big difference in your life. Thalma Lobel provides a blueprint for increasing levels of happiness and health, as well as success.”

—Tal Ben Shahar, New York Times bestselling author of Happier

“Whatever Works challenges the notion that ‘anything works.’ It presents a wonderful opportunity of using a growing body of research in an effort to improve life and work in simple but very effective ways.”

—Efrat Dagan, head of talent at Next Insurance and former head of talent at both Google and Lyft

“Professor Lobel has written a quite unputdownable, highly accessible, and personal book. The range of topics covered is very wide and she weaves together studies from many different areas of psychology. Most important, the book is strongly evidence-based, which reflects her wide and critical reading. The book rejoices in counterintuitive findings and certainly leads you to rethink many of the things you experience in the workplace. This will definitely be a bestseller!”

—Adrian Furnham, author of 50 Psychology Ideas You Really Need to Know and professor of psychology at University College London
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INTRODUCTION

Work. It’s a fact of life. Between the twin pillars of birth and death, most of us work.

According to a 2018 report by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average man worked 40.8 hours per week in paid employment, while the average woman worked 36.2 hours per week. Add to that the commute and other necessary activities for holding down a job, and you end up with a huge chunk of your waking hours devoted to work.

Aside from sustaining ourselves and our families, work is a massive determinant of our identities. The most common question heard when strangers meet (once the names have been dispensed with) is: “So what do you do?” The question is universally understood to mean “What work is it that you do?” The response received evokes a cluster of assumptions about the other person and, whether we like it or not, is a marker of social status.

For the lucky among us, work can be a source of great satisfaction, prestige, pride in accomplishment, and a handsome income. On the other hand, for the less fortunate who have no choice, work can be little more than a quotidian duty that takes up a large chunk of the day, and little more. But no matter which of the extreme camps we belong to, or where we lie along the continuum, it is natural that we should wish to increase our job satisfaction and well-being, boost our performance, enhance our creativity, gain recognition, and advance in our careers. This holds true for individual workers—whether as freelancers working alone or as salaried employees—as well as for business owners, organizations, and managers who wish to optimize and incentivize their workforce and thus maximize their bottom lines.

You might ask: “Another self-help book on success in one’s work and career? Really?” Well, not really. The vast majority of books focus on one obvious and important subject, methodically laying out its secrets and conclusions. For instance, there are books on changing one’s mental attitude and mindset as keys to success. There are books on motivation and books that emphasize human relationships—the people we know and those who we reach out to—as springboards to success in our careers. And there are plenty of niche books that address achievement from narrower angles such as dressing for success, career advancement for women, body language, and so forth.

All of these are wonderful and valuable books, but many of them tend to focus on more obvious factors like harnessing motivation, getting organized, networking, and so on. This book is different.

Based on cutting-edge science and novel experiments, Whatever Works focuses on elements that we are less aware of—and even if we are aware of them, we often don’t think they matter. These are factors, such as clothing and lighting, that are there all along, virtually under our nose, but that we are less aware of, or whose effects we might have only given a passing acknowledgment to without digging down. Yet they influence our performance, satisfaction, and happiness. The experiments I’ll describe in this book uncover unexpected truths about subtle cues in our environments, our teams, and our personal habits. The vast majority of these discoveries are related to the space we work in, some are in our mindset, and some are powerful cues that were hitherto ignored or unknown. Many are truly surprising, and some even challenge our beliefs to the point of saying: “Come on, that can’t be true.” However, the scientific proof in these cases is inescapable.

For example, much has been written about clothes and “dressing for success.” But did you know that dressing in a certain way can increase your cognitive powers? Or that what you wear can distort objective professional assessments of your performance?

Did you know that if you are in a crucial negotiation—in a business deal or negotiating a raise or promotion—expressing anger or disappointment can work in your favor? Alternatively, it can backfire horribly, potentially putting you out in the street. It all depends, and this book tells you exactly when and how to express such emotions to your advantage. Or did you know that placing even a single person on your team who is ethnically different can bring about a quantum leap in the team’s creativity, effectiveness, and originality—even if that person never utters a word?

Did you know that simply looking at certain colors can boost your creativity and restore your attentive powers when you really need it? Or that a walk in nature during a work break can significantly reduce stress, help you recover from fatigue, and increase your cognitive powers on the job?

These are just a few of the many insights that recent scientific studies have brought to light. All can be applied to great advantage, by both workers and organizations.

Throughout my professional career, I have always been fascinated by the factors that influence our performance, decisions, and judgments, and make us happier. I studied at Tel Aviv University, where I received my master’s degree and PhD in psychology, and where I’ve been working for many years as a psychology professor. I went to Harvard University for my postdoctorate studies, and I later returned to teach as a visiting professor.

My studies were published in leading psychological journals and were read mainly by psychologists, but I always wanted to write a book for the general audience. There are so many interesting and extremely valuable findings in psychology that should be available to everyone and not just to professionals. So several years ago, I wrote my first book, Sensation: The New Science of Physical Intelligence. Published in many countries and translated into many languages, Sensation shows how, without our awareness, our decisions and behaviors are influenced by physical sensations such as the color, texture, and temperature of items we hold. I was invited all over the world to talk about this subject. It was so gratifying to see how it drew the interest of numerous people from various professions, and I was happy to hear the positive reactions from readers, and to receive so many emails from people who read the book and told me how they incorporated its takeaways. That inspired me to write this book, on a subject that is so close and important to most of us: the workplace. Whatever Works focuses on the factors that influence our performance, creativity, and happiness in the work world.

I am well familiar with the pressures of the work environment—both as a psychologist who has spent years studying the factors that influence our behavior, and as a working mom, who always struggled between career and family. Although my main work as a professor at the university is research and teaching, I do not sit in my ivory tower; I also have a great deal of experience in managerial positions. I was the chair of the School of Psychological Sciences and the Dean of Students at Tel Aviv University, and I was the representative of the professors on the university’s board of directors. I also sit on the board of directors of several organizations. In these roles, especially as the chair and the dean, I was in charge of many employees, hiring and firing, handling conflicts among employees, and composing working teams and committees. I have vast experience in interviewing people for various roles, including administrative and research assistants, psychologists, heads of units, financial managers, and even CEOs.

In this book, I bring together aspects of my extensive experience and professional background to show the various cues and factors that we should be aware of to improve our performance and well-being in the workplace.

My goal is to offer individuals and organizations actionable steps that will measurably improve their bottom lines in terms of effectiveness, satisfaction, career advancement, and income. In doing so, I based my approach on recent, cutting-edge experiments that reveal novel insights, “hacks” if you will, which can be used to advantage rather easily.

The book is divided into three parts:

The first part, “Whatever Works at the Office: The Cues in Your Environment,” deals with environmental factors, and it brings to light studies that show how our performance, behavior, motivation, and satisfaction are influenced by these cues in ways you would have never imagined. This includes the office layout, its closed or open spaces, light quality (bright or dim, artificial or natural), temperature of the workplace, the existence of windows (or lack thereof) and the effect of the views seen from them, and the influence of nature on our work.

Part II, “Whatever Works for Your Team: Surprising Factors That Change How We Work Together,” focuses on the factors that influence the results of interactions at work, such as interviews, discussions with colleagues, sitting with the boss to discuss a job promotion or salary terms, business-related negotiations (and private ones too), team work, and optimal team composition. This part includes chapters that illustrate the effect of mimicry, expressing various emotions, the clothes we wear, our physical appearance, human diversity on team performance, and how others perceive us, as well as how effective we can be as negotiators, to name a few. Each chapter offers valuable insights that will enhance your success in negotiations, teamwork, interviews, and interactions in general.

Part III, “Whatever Works for You: The Power of Our Personal Habits,” covers factors that depend on our own choices and habits and affect our individual performance. A chapter on the influence of technology on our work includes important and even surprising ways that we can use our smartphones to our benefit and how to avoid their negative impacts on our work. The chapter on order and disorder explains how organization (or lack of it) in the office or workspace can influence our behavior and performance. Music is the subject of another chapter. The final chapter deals with creativity, which, in the workplace, can present a difficult and even cruel challenge, because we often don’t have the luxury of riding the magic carpet of the “muse” when it arrives in its own good time. At work we are sometimes called upon to be creative, virtually on cue, and we must show results in a timely manner, or worse, by a specific deadline. This chapter offers many takeaways, most of them quite unexpected and even seemingly irrelevant, but nevertheless backed by science and available for you to exploit in order to boost your creative and innovative powers.

Of course, there is some overlap between these sections, as the factors and their effects are interrelated. Taken together, the book offers a wealth of little known and novel insights that can be used to your advantage. Exploiting even a few takeaways you receive from this book—on the day you ask for a raise or promotion, enter a crucial negotiation, need to come up with a killer idea or else, or simply perform at your very best—has the potential to help you enhance your performance, well-being, and creativity, and, as a natural consequence, your overall happiness and satisfaction with life. This is my sincere wish for you.




Part I

Whatever Works at the Office

The Cues in Your Environment
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The Office Layout

How Your Office Design Influences Your Productivity and Satisfaction

If you think good design is expensive, you should look at the cost of bad design.
 
—RALF SPETH

Most of us spend much of our life indoors, and apart from our homes, the workplace is our major indoor environment. At work, we find ourselves thrust into an unnatural and artificial setting for the vast majority of our waking hours—and thus our lives. This inevitably affects us; research has shown, and continues to show, that the quality of our indoor environment impacts our health, well-being, happiness,1 and productivity.2 This is something we all need to pay attention to. From the employer’s standpoint, it only makes sense financially to optimize working conditions in a way that best supports productivity, lowers absenteeism, and increases job satisfaction and well-being of the company’s workforce. For employees, once we are aware of the effects of environmental variables that are under our control, we can tweak and make adjustments accordingly so that we are happier, healthier, and more productive at work.

It might not be surprising to hear that the office environment has a big effect, but we might be surprised to learn how it affects us. This section of the book deals with the physical factors in our workplace environments that influence us. Studies have examined the impact of ambient features in work environments, such as office layout, open and closed spaces, noise, room temperature, lighting, window location, and more, and how these features influence our satisfaction, attitudes, behaviors, and performance. It behooves all of us to be aware of these so that we can make relatively simple adjustments that go a long way toward improving the quality of our working lives, our mental and physical well-being, and the corporate bottom line.

Open and Closed Spaces: Which One Is Better for You?

There are many stories about the suffering of workers that are directly related to office layout.

Over the past century, there have been rapid and dramatic changes in workplace design. Many companies, after having built private offices, transitioned to a layout with individual cubicles for employees. The rationale was that placing workers in cubicles and buffering them from distractions, human or otherwise, would help them to concentrate and perform better. However, cubicles have received a lot of criticism from workplace experts and employees. Evolutionary psychologists assert that our preferences in designing our environments spring from our collective history on the savanna.3 We prefer settings that comport with our hunter-gatherer legacy, feeling instinctively uncomfortable in situations that would have placed our ancestors at risk. Prehistoric humans felt safest when situated in a secure space with a clear escape from predators or enemies and not isolated from the security of the herd. A modern office worker, sequestered in an isolated cubicle, continually uncertain of the presence of nearby “predators” (bosses, rivals, and other stressors), is in a naturally uncomfortable environment. Cubicles are semiprivate, but people are deprived of sunlight, their views restricted, and they sit in a small space that is sometimes more confined than their bathroom, with backs exposed to limited view. (Scott Adams, creator of the Dilbert comic strip, wrote a book about office life called Cubicles That Make You Envy the Dead.)

More recently, many companies have moved to open spaces. Walls between employees (if any) are built to a low height. The rationale behind the open space is that it boosts teamwork and the exchange of ideas, leading to innovation and enhanced productivity. Moreover, it saves organizations money; they use less space per person and don’t need to spend as much on construction. According to the Washington Business Journal,4 a report by the International Facility Management Association details that “some 70 percent of American office workers now have desks with either low partitions or no partitions at all.” Rather than informal interactions being limited to common locations such as the watercooler, coffee corner, or photocopy machine, open spaces provide multiple opportunities for informal interaction and knowledge exchange.

There is a belief among some that open spaces are most conducive to collaboration. However, that perception has been turned on its head; the open space has aroused much criticism. In a study described in a 2018 Washington Post article entitled “Open Office Plans Are as Bad as You Thought,” researchers examined two companies that changed their office layout to open-space offices with no cubicles.5 They found that, after the change in layout, workers engaged in 70 percent fewer face-to-face interactions and instead had more electronic interactions, sending emails and other messages. Additionally, many open-office workers wear noise-canceling headphones to ignore the sound around them, often at the expense of interacting with colleagues.

A 2014 article in the New Yorker entitled “The Open Office Trap” reviewed several studies and concluded that open-space offices also negatively affect performance.6 In a study conducted in Denmark, researchers surveyed 2,403 office workers to discover how many sick days they took off from work and found a correlation between sick days and the number of people sharing the same office.7 Employees who shared an office with another person had 50 percent more sick days than those in a single-person office, and those working in offices with an open-plan design had 62 percent more days taken off for sickness. One might argue that the reasons for this are physical (exposure to other people’s germs, for instance) or psychological (dispersion of responsibility—the larger the group, the less conspicuous the absence, and the more available manpower to fill in for the absentee). But regardless, absenteeism costs money to the company and affects job security and employee retention.

A number of studies, most of them conducted by researchers from Sweden and Denmark, found that such a working environment negatively impacts worker satisfaction and well-being.8 And a study published in 2018 in France found that a full 70 percent of employees were unhappy with the open-space design.9

Does Open Space Shut You Down?

Open-space offices are widely believed to be beneficial because they encourage collaboration. However, researchers at Harvard University came to a different conclusion.10 They examined the transition of two companies from private offices to more open office spaces, and how this change influenced interpersonal communication. Their findings demonstrated that face-to-face interaction decreased significantly, while interaction via electronic means increased. The researchers concluded that in open-space offices, people tend to withdraw from coworkers who are sitting in the same space, and they prefer interaction via emails and messages. Thus face-to-face encounters, which include small talk and visual cues that enhance communication, are reduced and replaced (and compensated for?) by faceless and voiceless electronic exchanges.

Email correspondences do have advantages, but as we shall see in a subsequent chapter of the book focusing on email, there are also disadvantages. These include misinterpreting the tone or intention of the written word—a grievous pitfall that can negatively influence a project or sour a relationship. Therefore, it is highly desirable for both types of communication to coexist and complement each other.

The most common complaints among employees in the open-space office are noise, lack of privacy, and lack of control over one’s space.

Too Much Noise

According to a 2017 Gallup Poll entitled “The State of the American Workplace,” a full 75 percent of office workers complain about noise in the workplace, and 38 percent say they would change their jobs just to have an office with a door. Without question, open-space offices are louder than closed private offices. Noise has been implicated in multiple ills including disturbed concentration, lowered productivity, reduced worker satisfaction, and subpar physical well-being and performance. Workers who sit in a noisy office perform worse in memory tasks and even in relatively simple math tests.11 Several groups of Swedish researchers found that excessive noise leads to lower motivation and increases fatigue,12 and more health problems are reported in a noisy office.13 One study, for example, conducted at Cornell University, exposed half of the subjects (clerical workers) to noise in an open office for three hours while the other half sat in a quiet room.14 Participants in the noisy room exhibited far less motivation to solve problems. Furthermore, their stress levels went up as measured by the level of epinephrine (also called adrenaline) in the blood.

The biggest and most distracting auditory villain in the open-space office is human speech, followed by ringing phones, footsteps, and other noisy activities.15 Studies show that background speech has a negative influence on the performance of various cognitive tasks that are conducted at the office such as proofreading, reading comprehension, and writing.16 A good portion of the speech we hear in an open-space office consists of phone conversations. Unlike listening to coworkers chatting among themselves, phone conversations are “halfalogues,” or utterances and responses by only one of the conversing parties: “Are you kidding?” “What’s her problem?” “Then what did he say?” They irresistibly pique our curiosity and seize mental bandwidth as our brains seek to fill in the blanks. When you hear only one side of the conversation, you are naturally tempted to infer what the other person is saying, which pulls your concentration at the expense of other attention-demanding tasks. Comedian Bob Newhart was famous for his hilarious halfalogues to the delight of his audiences who, based on his delivery, manufactured in their minds the entire comic scenario taking place. Studies show that people listen more attentively to halfalogues than dialogues, find them more annoying, and exhibit decreased performance when hearing a halfalogue compared with a dialogue.17 A group of Swedish researchers gave their participants an office-based task that required focus, comprehension, and memory.18 The participants were asked to perform the task as quickly as possible. There were three noise conditions: a halfalogue condition, in which, during the task, participants could hear only one side of a phone conversation; a dialogue condition, in which participants heard both sides of the same conversation while they were working; and a control quiet condition with no background noise. Each noise condition was either meaningful, and participants could understand the conversation, or meaningless, where the words were twisted so participants could not understand what was said. The researchers found that the halfalogue condition impaired performance more than the dialogue, but only when it was meaningful. When the participants heard an unclear, meaningless conversation, whether it was dialogue or halfalogue, they did not perform worse than when there was no noise at all. A meaningful halfalogue captures our attention and affects our performance.

One way to overcome these noise distractions is by masking sound, which helps to overcome the negative influence of the background speech. Various studies have investigated the effect of several masking sounds such as the sound of springwater, music, and speech babble (multiple talkers in the background).19 These studies found, for example, that those who heard multiple voices performed better on cognitive tasks than those who heard a single voice. Workers were the most satisfied when both multiple voices and the sound of water waves were used as masking.


Keep It Private

Ask employees to take their private phone calls outside the office. Workers in an open space get distracted by the private calls of colleagues, as they often try to guess the “other side” of the conversation.



While noise usually distracts us and has a negative effect on cognitive performance, one surprising study showed that a certain level of ambient noise does just the opposite—it can actually enhance creativity.20 The researchers randomly divided participants into four groups and gave them the Remote Associates Test, a task researchers often use to measure a person’s creative potential (remember the name—we’ll discuss that test again in chapter 14). While taking the test, each group was exposed to a different noise level. One group was exposed to a low level of noise, 50 decibels (equivalent to the level of a quiet suburb or a running refrigerator); one group was exposed to a moderate level of noise, 70 decibels (equivalent to a running shower); and one group was exposed to a high level of noise, 85 decibels (equivalent to a noisy restaurant). In addition, one more group sat in a quiet room and was not exposed to any noise. Surprisingly, those who were exposed to 70 decibels—the moderate level of noise—performed better than the other three groups, including those who sat in a quiet room. In other words, a low level of ambient noise has a positive effect on creativity. This might also partly explain why people seem to focus better with the ambient noise of a coffee shop.


Headphones? Sounds Good!

If you have no choice but to work in an open space and the noise disturbs you, try wearing headphones. You can listen to nature sounds, or coffee-shop sounds, or other sounds that are meant to mask distracting noises at the office. Indeed there are websites and YouTube videos that show you how to listen to coffee-shop noise using your headphones to help you focus and be creative. (For one example, check out mynoise.net.) If your company does have an available private space, try working there on tasks that demand concentration. Otherwise, take a few minutes every hour for a short break to clear your head, with headphones if possible.



Indeed, even a noisy restaurant is a better working environment for tasks that require focus than an open office with a similar noise level. Why? In a 2017 article in Harvard Business Review, David Burkus suggests that the reason we are able to work more efficiently in a Starbucks than in an open-space office is that the office continually draws us into conversations.21 In contrast, the background noise of a coffee shop is mostly irrelevant to us, and we are not drawn into or distracted by conversations (unless of course a juicy one is taking place right next to us or if a disturbance erupts nearby). Here again, it is the relevance of the conversations (or irrelevance in the case of the coffee shop) that determines the extent of our distraction.

Privacy (or Lack Thereof)

Aside from the problem of noise, workers in open spaces suffer a glaring lack of privacy. Clearly it is hard to concentrate on your job when a person drops by your coworker’s desk, or when you see a coworker flirting with another worker. Such distractions are hard to block out, and doing so requires mental effort.

Workers grumble about lack of privacy both on a professional and personal level. We behave differently when we’re in a group of people and naturally need to maintain a respectable social face. But what about when we become truly tense and upset? Or when we need to make an important call on a personal matter? Or even scratch an embarrassing itch? True, important or confidential conversations among colleagues, or with the boss, are typically held in a private space, but neutral conversations in the open space can quickly turn to personal matters that cannot be discussed discreetly in the presence of multiple eyes and ears. In some workplaces, employees complain that there is no unthreatening place to go, aside from a private toilet stall or outside of the building. A study published in 2018 examined employees of government offices in the United Kingdom who moved from traditional private or semiprivate offices to large open offices.22 Not surprisingly, workers’ satisfaction was found to be lower in the open-office environment. What is significant here is that women, especially, were dissatisfied, which probably holds true for all open-space offices. Lack of privacy typically exacts a heavier price among women. Women reported that they felt more scrutinized for their appearance in the open office. They felt the stares of male eyes and constantly fussed over their appearance, a source of self-consciousness and irritation. Such self-consciousness made the women think twice about where to go in the office and caused them to consider more carefully how they dress. Another study of five thousand office workers from different types of offices found that women were more negatively affected by office type than men.23


I Need Some Privacy

Organizations should provide a private space for employees who work in an open-space office, where they can make phone calls and hold private meetings. This will not only give them privacy when they need it, but it will also enhance the performance of the other workers.



There are of course individual differences, and what is good and comfortable for one person may not be agreeable to another. Introverts feel less comfortable in open spaces than extroverts and often find it extremely difficult to work in such types of offices.24

Lack of Control

Another common lament of workers over the open-space office is not having control over room temperature, lighting, personal space, and so forth. Sharing a room with others necessitates finding a temperature that will get the least amount of protest, in other words, a “happy medium” that might not be so happy for some. Air conditioners and heaters keep the office at temperatures that are comfortable for some and can be torture to endure for others. I am personally acquainted with a lovely lady who has shared an office for ten years with three other workers. She suffers terribly from overly cold air-conditioning and on hot days suffers through the entire workday in conditions that are agreeable to her coworkers but hell for her. Her pleas to raise the temperature are sympathetically rejected in order to satisfy the majority. This has been the source of tension every summer and has actually ruined one of her relationships at work (with the colleague she needs to sit next to five days a week).


It’s Too Cold, It’s Too Warm, and Sometimes It’s Too Dark

In an open-space office environment, try to have a small lamp and fan next to each desk. That way workers can have control, to some extent, of the light and the temperature.



The New Model: Flexible, Activity-Based Working Environment

Many major companies like IBM, Microsoft, Boston Consulting Group, and GE have transitioned to designing hybrid offices. This new model takes into consideration that what is good for one type of worker is not good for another. Such offices combine private spaces where employees can sit in a quiet place and work when they need to focus and concentrate on a task with no distractions, many open areas that enable social interaction and networking, smaller open spaces for teamwork, movable walls, and soundproof telephone areas. The idea is to increase individual workers’ productivity without overlooking the important social factor. Some enlightened companies have begun to offer soundproof “isolation rooms” and even lounges where technology is prohibited. Some companies have “chilling out” rooms equipped with pillows and cushions where people can rest or sit and read their email. The Salesforce Tower in San Francisco actually has a meditation area on every floor for employees. According to a New York Times article entitled “Don’t Get Too Comfortable at That Desk,” many companies are readjusting their offices to activity-centered workplaces, sometimes called “flexible offices,” in which workers are free to migrate to whichever space is appropriate for the task at hand.25

How these activity-based work environments influence workers’ performance and happiness is only in the early stages of empirical evaluation. The findings are not clear—and are even contradictory. Some studies found that this type of workplace has a negative impact on well-being and productivity,26 whereas others found a positive influence on workers’ health in the long run.27 In 2019 a group of Australian researchers reviewed seventeen studies with 36,039 participants.28 They found that activity-based workplaces had positive influences on interaction, communication, and satisfaction, but were negatively related to privacy and concentration. However, the findings related to the association between this type of workspace and mental and physical health were not consistent. More studies are needed to fully evaluate the influence of this type of working environment.

[image: ]

Clearly you cannot choose the exact type of office space you work in.

As we’ve seen, the open-space office has been shown to be inferior from the standpoint of employees’ general well-being, and this continues to be borne out by studies.29 Unfortunately, many organizations continue to adopt open layouts, despite their shortcomings.

In companies where most employees work in private spaces, there ought to be a common area where people can congregate and talk. Ideally, it should be a pleasant spot, not far from the offices, with a coffee machine and a watercooler where colleagues can sit and interact. This is very important because it is against our nature to sit virtually alone all day, working without social interaction.

Thus the modern trend among serious companies is to make the transition to hybrid offices. This is best all around for workers, as we’ve seen, and certainly best for the companies in terms of less absenteeism and better worker performance and satisfaction.

If you’re “stuck” in an environment that does not work well for you, try to adopt the recommendations discussed above. Bring headphones, a fan, or a heater from home, and hope that one day your work environment will be better designed for your needs.
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Let There Be Light

The Influence of Light on Our Performance and Well-Being

Learn to light a candle in the darkest moments of someone’s life. Be the light that helps others see; it is what gives life its deepest significance.

—ROY T. BENNETT, THE LIGHT IN THE HEART

When I got my first job at Tel Aviv University, I was assigned a small, windowless office with fluorescent lighting. I really hated that office. Sometimes I went to work in the library to avoid spending time there. The thing that bothered me the most was that it didn’t have any windows; I had only artificial light, no sense of what was going on outside, and never saw a tree or even another building, or people walking around the campus—it really upset me. In case you’re wondering why I did not say anything at the time—well, I was a young professor, on a tenure track, and at that time I depended on the senior members and the chair of the department, who did not seem especially concerned about us being happy in our offices. They thought that we should be thankful for whatever office we got.

Many years later, when I was the chair of the department, I tried to remember that and to show more concern for the well-being of the young, new professors. Since then things have changed dramatically: new researchers get nice offices and the windowless rooms serve only as labs. My own spacious office today has not one but two windows, though I remember those early days very well.

Only in recent years, when I studied the influence of windowless offices on our health and performance, did I realize how bad it was—it affected much more than I imagined. Many studies have explored the negative effects of sitting in a windowless office; it’s not just about comfort level or the lack of an interesting view, but the overall effect on our health, mood, sleep quality, and performance.

A window provides us with natural light and a view. We will get to the importance of a view in chapter 4, but first let’s talk about light.

Artificial or Natural Light

It is almost a given that people prefer bright, sunny surroundings to cloudy and dark ones. In a study that asked participants to rate photographs of places, they showed a clear preference for photos of bright and sunny areas.1 There are several explanations for this preference. According to the evolutionary theory, people preferred environments that were healthier and served adaptive needs. In our early history, we lived in nature, with our activities and survival heavily dependent on daylight. Since there was no artificial light as we evolved, humans were extremely vulnerable in the dark, at the mercy of enemies and predators well equipped to attack at night. Light illuminates our perception of safety-related information, dangers, and the weather. Other theories suggest that the preference for light is learned and culturally based. Even if we are predisposed to choose light over darkness, this predilection is reinforced and shaped by social learning, starting in childhood when children learn that they are more vulnerable in the dark. This preference is also learned due to repeated pairing of light and darkness with good and bad in expressions, idioms, and metaphors such as there is a light at the end of the tunnel, dark ages, the forces of light and darkness, light of my life, my darkest hour, and so on. In this chapter we will focus on how light affects mood, performance, and well-being in the workplace.

Overall, people prefer sunlight and natural light to artificial illumination. However, not all workers have that choice. Many people sit in windowless cubicles or offices buried deep inside a building—like I did so many years ago. They work under artificial light that remains fairly constant throughout the day. They can work in a bright room with the flick of a switch, of course, but that is not the same as sunlight.

Researchers who study the influence of light on human behavior come from various disciplines and have multidisciplinary expertise, such as architecture, engineering technology, medicine, sleep disorders, and psychology, which goes to show that light has deep effects on diverse areas of our lives.

One collaborative study was undertaken by researchers from very different backgrounds. Mohamed Boubekri, a professor at the Illinois School of Architecture, explores the influence of lack of daylight inside buildings on well-being. Phyllis Zee is a neurologist and the chief of sleep medicine in the Department of Neurology at Northwestern University. Working with a team of researchers from architecture and neurology backgrounds, Zee and Boubekri compared the well-being and sleep quality of people who worked in offices with artificial light and natural light, and they showed the importance of natural daylight exposure for workers.

They gave the workers a self-reported questionnaire that assessed both physical functioning and the person’s perception of her or his ability to perform various roles. It also measured general mental vitality (how energetic or tired the person is). In addition, the participants filled out a questionnaire that measured their sleep quality. Compared to those working in offices with daylight, workers in windowless offices reported it was more difficult for them to perform their roles due to physical problems and fatigue. They also reported poor sleep quality more frequently compared to those who worked in offices with windows and were exposed to daylight.2

Beyond simply helping their employees lead happier, healthier lives, organizations should be interested in the effect of sunlight. A group of researchers from Qatar and the United Kingdom, headed by Professor Yousef Al Horr from the Gulf Organization for Research and Development in Qatar, reviewed more than three hundred papers to examine the relationship between quality of the indoor environment of an office and workers’ productivity. They found that organizations with offices that let in more daylight have higher productivity. Buildings with more natural light have lower absenteeism rates and show an increase in attendance.3 The researchers give examples of companies like Lockheed Martin and Verifone, which reported a 15 percent decrease in absenteeism in the buildings that supplied the maximum daylight.

Bright and Dim Lighting

Although natural light is preferable to artificial light, the intensity of the light (whether or not it is artificial) also affects our overall health and productivity.

Mental fatigue is a common phenomenon in the workplace, and one way to overcome it is through appropriate lighting. Numerous studies have shown that bright light helps us to feel more alert. For example, a group of sleep researchers in the United Kingdom exposed ninety-four white-collar workers to two lighting conditions; each exposure lasted for four weeks. One was white light and the other was a more intense blue-enriched white light. Those who were exposed to the more intense light reported being more alert, in a better mood, felt they performed better in the office, and were less tired in the evening.4 Other studies showed that in bright light, participants felt less sleepy and more energetic and alert, and their heart rate increased compared to a baseline; meanwhile, the heart rates of subjects exposed to dim light decreased. These effects were seen both in the morning and the evening, which shows that light is important not only when we’re tired or the sun is going down, but also under ordinary daytime and office conditions.5

Karin Smolders, professor at Eindhoven University of Technology in the Netherlands
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