
M.J. Dainoff (Ed.): Ergonomics and Health Aspects, HCII 2007, LNCS 4566, pp. 157–162, 2007. 
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2007 

Effects of the Office Environment on Health and 
Productivity 1:  

Effects of Coffee Corner Position 

Peter Vink1,2, Elsbeth de Korte1,2, Merle Blok1, and Liesbeth Groenesteijn1,2 

1 TNO, P.O. Box 718, 2130AS Hoofddorp, The Netherlands 
2 Delft University of Technology, Industrial Design Engineering, The Netherlands 

peter.vink@tno.nl 

Abstract. New technology will make it possible to have access to information 
everywhere. As a result “face to face” communication with colleagues could 
reduce and creativity and health could be influenced negatively. In this paper a 
coffee corner is changed and the effect on communication is tested by 
measuring the number of conversations at the coffee corner. A coffee corner 
with screens, tables and a possibility to sit, resulted in more conversation than a 
coffee corner that is open and had no seats. In both coffee corners more than 4 
out of 5, were conversations about work. These informal discussions could 
contribute to productivity as many informal conversations increase creativity. It 
could also contribute to a better health as social support could reduce stress.  
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1   Introduction 

The majority of the working population in the EU and the USA work in offices [13]. 
A recent study in the Netherlands among 7,022 workers showed that 63,4% use a 
computer [14] and have an office work station. This means that two third of the 
working population in the Netherlands now works with computers in a certain kind of 
office environment. It is expected that in future also in other European countries and 
the USA the majority of workers will work with computers. There will be an increase 
of white collar work as most of the employment growth will occur in service-
producing industries [14]. The type of work will also change. The work will become 
more knowledge intensive [14]. Simple work will be done by technology. This means 
that offices should facilitate these new work processes. 

In a knowledge based and innovation driven competitive business environment, a 
company that needs to compete on innovation needs its organizational members not 
only for reaching productivity goals, but also for developing novel and useful ideas 
for solving problems and developing new products, services, processes, systems, and 
work methods. The creative potential of the workforce needs to be stimulated and 
work environments need to be designed to support worker creativity [4].  
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Apart from the change in the character of work, technology will change as well. 
According to Brauer et al. [2] there will be rapid technological developments. 
“Electronic paper, flexible transparence displays, nanocomputers, tiny sensors, 
wireless networking with completely new types of equipment will tie the individual 
person into an information network which is constantly present”. One of the 
consequences of this information network that is available everywhere, is that the 
work does not have to be done at a fixed location in the office.   

These developments have the risk that employees loose their connection to 
colleagues and their companies as they can do their work everywhere individually. 
For companies it is important to keep their personnel connected to the company and 
the colleagues.  

Both demands for future office work (creativity and connection) have 
consequences for the design of the office interior. Effects of the office interior on 
creativity have been described before in the literature (see table 1). Hypothesis have 
been described on the effects of plants, colors, multidisciplinary groups, coffee 
lounges, space for informal meetings, breaks, desk sharing, software and hardware 
characteristics and food supply on creativity. However, no clear evidence has been 
found. The same counts for connectivity. Showing the effect of office environments is 
difficult as the office environment is complex and difficult to model. Even for effects 
of office workstations on visual and musculoskeletal symptoms no clear conclusions 
can be drawn [9]. 

Table 1. Some relationships between office environment characteristics and creativity 
described in the literature 

some factors in the office environment 
stimulating creative ideas source 

reference 

plants in the office inspire employees Shibata & Suzaki, 2004 [10] 
variation in colors stimulates variation in 
creativity  Lloyd, 2001 [6] 
multidiscipline groups are needed for 
creativity Mensink, 2005 [7] 
80% of the creative ideas come from 
informal meetings Lloyd, 2001 [6] 
coffee lounges are needed to stimulate 
informal meetings Creelman, 2006 [3] 

spaces for formal and informal meetings and 
interaction support creativity Haner, 2005 [5] 
create breaks with toys to stimulate creativity Snead & Wykoff, 1999 [11] 
desk sharing stimulates new ideas Pullen et al., 2001 [8] 

using the right software and hardware 
stimulates creativity Andripoulos, 2003 [1] 
the right food supports creativity Lloyd, 2001 [6] 
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Assuming that some relationships described in the literature are true, we tested a 
hypothesis based on these relationships. If 80% of the creative ideas come from 
informal meetings and if coffee lounges are needed to stimulate informal meetings it 
would be good to have a coffee lounge facility that is often used and where often 
informal conversations are found. It is also assumed that more conversations with 
colleagues lead to more connection to the company. We also assume that the type and 
location of the coffee corner influences these effects. Therefore, our hypothesis is: 

The type and location of coffee corners have effects on the number of meetings 
between employees and on the informal conversations. 

2   Methods 

To test the hypothesis a pilot study was done in an office, where the coffee corner was 
located and designed in two different ways. In the first situation the coffee corner was 
located in the office garden. Everyone could see who was drinking coffee, because 
there was no protection. There was no possibility to sit. In the new situation the coffee 
corner was located more central in the office environment and screens were 
positioned that could increase the privacy feeling. Also, seats were added and a table 
with magazines enabling conversations and rest breaks. 

 

Fig. 1. Schematic overview of the recording system showing an office environment and 
cameras and microphones recording a whole day work 

A new system of measuring was developed. It consisted of cameras and 
microphones recording movements and sound (see fig. 1). The cameras and 
microphones were positioned in such a way that every part of the office environment 
could be recorded visually and sound synchronously. Software was developed to 
analyze the data afterwards. To establish whether two or more persons were around 
the coffee corner, a line was defined afterwards on the recorded video files around the 
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coffee corner for. A special software package was able to detect if two or more people 
were within the area. At that moment the sound was switched on (by the programmed 
software) and recorded whether or not subjects were discussing. These talks were 
analyzed. Topics of one subject were clustered. Like a short conversation on the 
weather was seen as one “talk” and typified as private. When this conversation was 
followed by a discussion on how to answer a certain phone call of a client this work 
this was defined as another “talk” typified as work. All “talks” were recorded in the 
old and new situation during a day work at an office were about 50 employees work. 
All subjects were informed about this procedure and before publishing the results 
were shown to the participants and permission to use the data was asked. The t-test 
was used to measure significant differences (p<0,05).  

Additionally, in interviews with 7 employees the usefulness, of the new coffee 
corner was evaluated.  

3   Results 

The position and design of the coffee corner had no significant effect on the number 
of movements to and from the coffee corner. There was a significant difference in 
number of “talks” (see table 2). The new situation resulted in more conversation. The 
percentage of conversations on work and on non-work issues did not differ 
significantly. About 84-90% of the conversations concern work issues and about two 
third is about strategic issues.  

The interviews showed that the employees liked the new coffee corner as they now 
also have the possibility to talk with colleagues planned and unplanned. The 
impression was that is was nice to have more possibilities share operational and 
strategic issues with colleagues in a more closed environment. They experienced 
more social support. 

Table 2. Differences in number and character of conversations between two different types of 
coffee corners 

  old 
new 

Number of movements to coffee corner 239 170 

number of “talks” recorded by the system* 338 514 
Percentage of “talks” about work 90% 84% 
Percentage of “talks” about strategic aspects of work 51% 63% 
Percentage of “talks”  about operational work aspects 39% 21% 
Percentage of non-work “talks” 10% 16% 

 * significant difference (t-test, p<0.05) 

4   Discussion 

The hypotheses that the type and location of coffee corners have effects on the 
number of meetings between employees and on the conversations is not falsified. 
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Coffee corner location and design have influence on the number of talks. Even in a 
situation where less people meet each other around the coffee corner more “talks” 
were recorded. In one visit more “talks” were recorded as the subject changed 
frequently. Probably the privacy and the possibility to have a seat did stimulate the 
participants to have more “talks”.  

Interesting is the fact that between 84 and 90% of the conversations is about work. 
Especially, as Lloyd [6] describes that 80% of the creative ideas come from informal 
meetings and Creelman [3] states that coffee lounges are needed to stimulate informal 
meetings. In this study it is clear that a coffee corner with seats and tables and screens 
that increase the privacy feeling stimulate the number of conversations. Most of the 
work conversations increase and it seems that more strategic questions are discussed 
in the situation with more privacy. However, the number of non-work conversations 
increases as well. This could be seen as non-efficient, but it could be possible that 
these contribute to a better communication as well.   

The number of movements was higher around the coffee corner in the old situation 
allthough not significant. This means that the office workers picked up more coffee 
collected or additional products like sugar and milk in the old situation than in the 
new situation. There is no clear explanation for this difference, except perhaps that 
there were more visitors. 

Generalization of these pilot test results to other office situations is difficult. This 
was only one day in the old and new situation. Differences could be caused also by 
differences in work content. These results can be different for other types of work and 
another population. However, the indication found in this paper, that coffee corners 
that invite to discuss and have privacy lead to more informal conversations about 
work, is not illogical.  

There could be a relationship with health and productivity of the position of the 
coffee corner. One of the important aspects of productivity in the future is creativity 
(see introduction), 80% of the ideas come from informal meetings and coffee corners 
could support that. Regarding health it might be interesting that social support did 
increase in the new situation in the perception of employees. Svard et al. [12] 
described that social support reduces stress. Therefore, the coffee corner could even 
contribute to health improvement.     

5   Conclusion 

Coffee corner design could have effects of the office environment on health and 
productivity. A coffee corner with screens, tables and a possibility to sit resulted in 
more conversation that a coffee corner which is open and had no seats. In both coffee 
corners more than 4 out of 5 conversations were about work. These informal 
discussions could contribute to productivity as many informal conversations increase 
creativity. It could also contribute to a better health as social support could reduce 
stress. 
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