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ABSTRACT 

This research proposes a set of design principles that designers and managers responsible for the design of organizational support 

services could adopt to improve employees' wellbeing. Through a qualitative study, based on semi-structured interviews, we carried 

out a cross-context analysis of wellbeing initiatives developed in three organizations. Adopting the perspective of science-based 

design, we drew seven design principles. We also experimented within an organization operating in the Infrastructures and Cities, 

Energy, Healthcare, and IT industry to validate the design principles' use and their effects on a design process. We emphasize the 

importance of including these principles in the process of designing services oriented to employees' wellbeing in organizational 

contexts using the Design Thinking approach, and their application in broader contexts where services may play a crucial role.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In the past decades, there has been an increasing 

interest from scholars and managers alike in employees' 

wellbeing. Top managers, human resources and line 

managers try to increase employees' wellbeing through 

the provision of several initiatives, varying from 

healthcare benefits and dependent care arrangements to 

flexible work arrangements and professional development 

(Danna and Griffin, 1999; Grant et al., 2007; Grawitch et 

al., 2006; Ungureanu et al., 2019). Such initiatives aim to 

improve performance through wellbeing and increase the 

organization's capacity to attract and retain employees 

(e.g., Van de Voorde et al., 2012). 

A report by Deloitte (Trends, 2016) based upon 7,000 

executives from 130 countries shows that 92% of the HR 

Directors have mentioned as a top priority the need to re-

think and re-design their organizations to improve 

employees' wellbeing. Nevertheless, the growing 

attention to wellbeing initiatives is coupled with evidence 

that conceptualizations and experiences of wellbeing are 

often ambiguous or even contrasting (Soitu, 2005). Such 

puzzling evidence makes it paramount for companies to 

fully understand what people's needs are and investigate 

the organizational context elements that affect their 

wellbeing more than others. At the same time, the 

previously cited report shows that 79% of the CEO's and 

HR Directors consider a priority the integration of the 

Design Thinking approach in people management 

(Trends, 2016). Design Thinking refers to a human-

centered approach to problem solving and innovation that 

places people and their needs at the early stage of the 

innovation process (Kleinsmann et al., 2017). According 

to this approach, organizations should consider 

employees as their "humans," framing the right problems 

and designing the right solutions around them. Design 

Thinking enables us to think about actual employee 

experience, enriched by the constant search for concrete 

needs rather than ideal, general, and hypothesized ones. 

This study aims to integrate different research streams 

(design, management, and human resources) to explore 

the relationship between service design and employees' 

wellbeing, adopting a design thinking approach. We focus 

mainly on the design of business support services (those 

functions of an organization that provide internal support 

to the business) to understand how they could address 

employees' wellbeing needs in their daily functioning. 

Because service design represents a human-centered, 

creative and iterative approach to the creation of new 

services (Blomkvist et al. 2010) with a holistic approach 

to understand the system and its actors (Mager, 2011), and 

services affect our lives and wellbeing as individuals, 

employees, families, and communities (Anderson and 

Ostrom, 2015), we submit that designers operating in 

organizational contexts have the possibility to deliberately 

consider employees wellbeing as a target in their service 

design process (Desmet and Pohlmeyer, 2013). According 
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to this perspective, wellbeing would be considered in the 

same way as needs and problems when conducting design 

research and explicitly taken into consideration 

throughout the entire process of development of support 

services. This way, the "Design for Subjective Employees 

Well-Being" presents itself as the "activity of designing 

with the explicit intention to support people in their 

pursuit of a pleasurable and satisfying life and, even more 

important, in their desire to flourish" (Desmet et al., 2013, 

p. 1). Designing support services able to convey wellbeing 

to employees is consistent with the experience-driven 

innovation aim of Design Thinking (Kleinsmann et al., 

2017). 

Our research provides to designers that operate in the 

organizational contexts a framework to explicitly consider 

employees' wellbeing as one of their designed support 

services' outcomes. We do so by developing a set of 

design principles that connect people's needs to the 

organizational context-person relation rather than 

promoting standard categories of services. 

Through a qualitative study conducted in three 

organizations operating in different industries, we applied 

a science-based design approach to understand how 

wellbeing initiatives were perceived by employees and 

how human-centered design could improve the workplace 

experience related to business support services. The data 

collected with semi-structured interviews allowed us to 

derive seven design principles that explicitly consider 

wellbeing since the beginning of the design process to 

inform and guide the different design choices. Such 

principles were also validated through an experiment in a 

different organization.  

Overall, this research explores influential factors 

affecting well-being in organizations, and it highlights 

opportunities for the Service Design discipline to improve 

the impact of human-centered solutions. The research 

suggests the importance of adopting a perspective that 

takes well-being as a central objective in the disciplines of 

design interested in enhancing employees’ experiences in 

the workplace. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Wellbeing is a popular concept in organizations and 

society at large, and it has been studied by several streams 

of literature like, for instance, psychology, management, 

and transformative service design that often developed in 

parallel.  

The psychological state and the cognitive sense of 

satisfaction with life seem to be of primary importance to 

influence one's wellbeing. A person's physical health, 

personal beliefs, social relationships, life conditions (e.g., 

wealth, safe context), and the relationship to the 

environment are other fundamental variables that 

characterize wellbeing. Interestingly, Dodge et al. (2012) 

define wellbeing as something that occurs when 

individuals have the psychological, social, and physical 

resources needed to face particular psychological, social, 

and physical challenges.  

Particularly relevant for our study is the contribution 

of Grant et al. (2007), specifically focused on employees' 

wellbeing. The authors distinguish three critical 

dimensions: psychological (related to a subjective 

positive experience at work), physical (related to physical 

health), and social (related to the quality of work 

relationships). These dimensions are aligned with the 

model proposed by Rath and Harter (2010a, 2010b), who 

theorize wellbeing as composed of five elements: Career, 

Social, Financial, Physical, and Community. These 

elements can suit the purpose of the study and frame the 

boundaries of our inquiry. We deliberately excluded 

Financial Well-being (and other monetary aspects) to 

focus on the aspects more challenging and insightful from 

a design perspective.  

We submit that, to introduce wellbeing intentionally 

in the organizational context, it is essential to consider the 

transformational role of support services in their intrinsic 

element of co-production in the joint development of the 

employees and the organization (Sangiorgi, 2011). 

Transformative service research (TSR) focuses on 

creating "uplifting changes" aimed at improving the lives 

of individuals (both consumers and employees), families, 

communities, society, and the ecosystem more broadly 

(Anderson et al., 2013). The designer's role in designing 

services to support the emergence of a better economy and 

society is also to address issues of organizational and 

behavioral change (Sangiorgi, 2011). Anderson et al. 

(2013) suggested that services, given their embeddedness 

in the social space, have the potential to transform 

individuals, families, and communities through new 

behaviors and forms of interaction. Given the 

transformational aim of services, it appears crucial to 

consider the concept of wellbeing and open up to other 

disciplines as sources of inspiration. 

A transformation project requires the capacity of 

collaborating between and across disciplines, employing 

participatory design techniques, building capacities for 

change in the organization, considering a holistic 

perspective, and creating change that lasts (Burns et al., 

2006). As these characteristics bring high complexity in 

the design world, when addressing TSR projects, 

Sangiorgi (2011) calls for "an understanding of 

appropriate methodologies and an articulation of key 

design principles (p. 31)". 

We respond to this call by integrating different 

literature streams (psychology, management, and design) 

to contribute to TSR by exploring the relationship 

between service design and employees' wellbeing. 

This study adopted a science-based design perspective 

currently emerging in organizational (Romme, 2003; van 

Aken and Romme, 2009) and management research (Van 

Aken, 2005) to reduce the gap between managerial 

practice and academic research (e.g., Baden-Fuller, 2008; 

Heracleous and DeVoge, 1998; Ungureanu and Bertolotti, 

2020). A science-based design approach connects the 
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emerging body of research to managers' practical, action-

oriented knowledge (Romme, 2003). Research and 

practice are linked through needs and design principles 

grounded in research to create solutions to be 

subsequently tried out and implemented in practice 

(Romme and Endenburg, 2006). 

METHODS AND DATA 

By combining qualitative and design research 

techniques, we conducted an exploratory study. It 

developed through five stages that we describe below (see 

Fig.1). 

 

Fig. 1 – Science-based design approach used for this study 

Stage one – Secondary Research 

The literature on wellbeing provides various models to 

articulate what is meant by employees' wellbeing and 

what are the dimensions to best describe it, and its 

consequences in organizational contexts (e.g. Ashkanasy 

et al. 2014; Dodge et al. 2012; Nieuwenhuis et al. 2014; 

Grant et al., 2007; Rath and Harther, 2010a; Sturges, 

2012; Van De Voorde et al. 2012).  

Tosi and Pilati (2011) describe wellbeing and 

organizational health as those conditions within an 

organization that promotes, improves, and maintains the 

psychological, physical, and social wellbeing of people. 

This description centers around the complex 

interdependencies between different aspects and how they 

should be taken into account when evaluating wellbeing. 

Accordingly, organizations try to improve employees’ 

wellbeing by providing a constellation of initiatives and 

services, ranging from healthcare benefits, to professional 

development, to assistance programs. For our research, 

we clustered the categories that scholars and professionals 

were referring to in their studies in three macro-categories 

of reference: 

• Spaces: how and to what extent the physical space 

of the workplace affects the wellbeing of 

individuals and groups (e.g., Ungureanu et al., 

2018), what initiatives are taken to protect the 

physical health of people in different places and 

non-places (Augé, 1992), and what kind of 

experience people have in different contexts. 

• Interactions and Relationships: how they affect 

the perception of wellbeing, how different 

socialization moments can be promoted or 

managed by the organization, and what role is 

played by the technology (both in its collaborative 

dimension and in the support and coordination of 

services).  

• Services and Work-life Balance: how current 

services respond to people's needs and what 

opportunities are there to improve working life and 

the ability to manage the interface between work 

and life. 

These categories should not be considered as mutually 

exclusive; in fact, there are areas of interdependencies that 

influence one another to various degrees depending on a 

specific context. 

Stage two – Primary Research 

We carried out three case studies in three 

organizations operating in the insurance, consulting, and 

mechatronic industry. We choose companies from 

different sectors because case studies too similar would 

have limited the ability to identify recurring needs, 

behaviors, and patterns that do not depend on the type of 

work or industry, or organization.  

The Insurance company is a leading global company 

with franchised offices in 60 countries. We conducted our 

study in one Italian franchise that employs approximately 

65 individuals. The consulting company is a knowledge-

intensive firm specialized in the design of data warehouse 

management, business intelligence, big data analytics, 

and performance management. When we collected our 

data, the company was undergoing intensive expansion, 

and it employed 130 employees. The mechatronic 

company is a leader in designing and creating advanced 

mechatronic systems for power transmission in 

agricultural and industrial machines. We conducted our 

study in the main Italian production plant, which counts 

for approximately 200 workers.  

We selected our informants in the three companies 

with the organizations' HR managers' help to have a 

comprehensive collection of information on several 

internal points of view that reflect different behavioral 

patterns. The professional role has been divided into 

junior employees (0-5 years of experience in the 

industry), senior employees (5-30+ years of experience in 

the industry), and Managers. 42 % of interviewees were 

female and 58% male. In terms of organizational tenure, 

they had worked on average for 12.1 years in the 

Insurance company, 4 years in the consulting company, 

and 11.9 years in the mechatronic company.  

Regarding employees, we conducted 60 individual 

semi-structured interviews (20 for each case study) at 

each organizations' site. Interviews lasted between one 

and two hours, and they were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. We asked our informants to tell us how they 

defined wellbeing in the workplace and to talk extensively 
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about which initiatives were implemented in their 

organization, the extent to which they were involved in 

their design, and how they found them fitting their needs. 

We also interviewed human resource managers and 

company founders in the three sites to reach an overall 

number of 74 interviews.  

The concept of human-centered design is fully applied 

at this stage in which the focus moves entirely on people 

by actively listening to them and empathizing with them 

to interpret their thoughts, quotes, and emotions. 

We grouped different insights across the case studies 

into recurring themes and reorganized them based on the 

three macro-categories identified in the first stage 

(Spaces; Interactions and relationships; Services and 

work-life balance). During the interviews, other topics 

that could not be traced back to the three categories 

emerged spontaneously. These have been investigated 

and grouped separately. The following pages summarize 

the different categories, themes, and insights that 

highlight all the elements mentioned by the informants as 

more relevant to their wellbeing, helping to maintain a 

pleasant organizational climate, and representing 

emerging needs and some critical aspects that suggest 

opportunities for improvement. 

As already underlined, the different themes should not 

be interpreted as if they were independent. The themes do 

not rule out the importance of other aspects and other 

unquoted good practices that are already adopted in 

organizational contexts. Instead, they reflect those 

implicit, explicit, and latent needs that were most relevant 

for the people within the organizations explored in this 

study. 

Each theme incorporates those fundamental concepts 

that inspired one or more design principles. 

Stage three – Definition 

We shared the data gathered from the research and the 

method used with two key informants in each 

organization and asked them to discuss some of the 

insights from the semi-structured interviews. This step 

was useful for setting a basic level of shared empathy with 

the informants and possibly identifying new insights from 

multiple perspectives.  

Subsequently, starting from the map of needs, the 

most significant insights, and the most recurrent themes, 

we organized a first co-analysis workshop of the data 

collected to define and validate the design principles. 

Management and organizational behavior experts, project 

managers, and service designers were involved in this 

activity. Overall, the workshop involved eight 

professionals. The discussion allowed us to deepen the 

concepts that emerged from the field, analyze them from 

different points of view, and select the most interesting 

ones using the dot voting technique. We provided each 

participant with three dot-stickers to vote on their chosen 

options and sorted the results by cumulative voting. We 

identified ten themes and 16 insights based on what the 

informants depicted as more meaningful to their 

wellbeing.  

During this workshop, we adopted a convergent 

process to isolate the key ideas and revealed the 

connection between critical elements: the quotes have 

been analyzed to look for recurrences and differences and 

to extract needs and insights; the insights were then 

clustered into sub-themes and themes at a more abstract 

level, in order to synthesize the main findings. This 

synthesis allowed us to focus on critical needs and factors 

that may affect wellbeing in the organizations, at a level 

more abstract than the specific case studies and respond 

to these themes and insights with a series of design 

principles. According to the findings of this research, we 

developed seven initial design principles that define the 

essential aspects to consider when designing services for 

employees' wellbeing. 

Stage four – Theoretical Validation 

Following the above described first workshop, we 

organized a panel of discussion with a Multi-disciplinary 

Scientific Committee, expressly set up at the beginning of 

the research project, to implement a first validation of the 

design principles at a theoretical level. The Committee 

was composed of organizational behavior scholars, 

behavioral architects, services designers, practitioners 

operating in space design, and corporate organizations. 

The Committee highlighted the importance of some 

critical concepts and better define the design principle that 

could be used as complementary to those already existing 

in the service design discipline.  

Stage five – Practical Validation 

We conducted the first experiment to validate the 

design principles' use and the effects they can have on a 

design process. The experiment involved an organization 

operating in the Infrastructures and Cities, Energy, 

Healthcare, and IT industry, using a design thinking 

approach (Figure 2) to explore and address possible issues 

negatively affecting workplace wellbeing. Qualitative 

research techniques such as observations and semi-

structured interviews were used in two different branches 

located in two different cities to identify employees' 

needs. We conducted 16 hours of observation in the two 

workplaces and interviewed 11 people, among employees 

and managers. The most critical needs identified were 

clustered based on their connection to the seven design 

principles of wellbeing. 

The project's central insight was the discovery that 

services were invisible until they created issues affecting 

employees' wellbeing. A manager of the main location, 

talking about a re-designed maintenance service with the 

Design Principle of Communicate and Create awareness 

reported: "I really appreciate the warning before an 

intervention with an indication of how long it will last and 

also how much annoyance it could cause". The 

experiment highlighted that using the design principles 
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since the beginning of the design process helped the team 

frame the research scope quickly, define the area of 

intervention, and create a coherent service proposal that 

addresses specific issues related to employees' wellbeing. 

In this service proposal, all support services were 

redesigned through the lens of making the invisible visible 

but not invasive by nudging at every interaction the 

service provider's presence. "Taking care" in this context 

means that the service makes employees' lives easier. 

Also, it makes tangible the employer's attention, and it 

provides all relevant information required to make the 

best decisions for employees' wellbeing. Figure 2 shows a 

picture a co-design activity and an example of the Design 

Principles Validation. 

 

 

Fig. 2 – Co-design session and Design Principles Validation 

The study considered the needs and issues that were 

more relevant for this context and identified facility 

services as the central area of interest to investigate. 

Figure 3 shows more in detail the tools used throughout 

the experiment. 

 

Fig. 3 – Design Thinking process used in the experimental stage 

of the study 

RESULTS 

Based on the whole process of data analysis and 

validation, we confirmed the set of seven design 

principles and refined them further to provide actionable 

guidelines that can extend the opportunities to enhance 

organizations' wellbeing. We found that several factors 

characterize the employee's wellbeing experience. Table 

1 reports, respectively: exemplary interview excerpts, 

how they suggested emerging needs and insights, how 

these latter were grouped into themes, and finally how 

themes inspired the design principles' development. The 

design principles guide the design of better support 

services able to configure better moments of interactions, 

space use, and balance between the work and private life 

spheres. These principles should be seen as 

complementary to those that already guide the service 

design process: User-Centered, Co-creative, Sequencing, 

Evidencing, Holistic (Stickdorn et al., 2011). Besides the 

agreement on the general service design principles, as 

reported by Legner and Vogel (2007), different authors 

emphasize different design principles, that are defined at 

different degree of detail with partial overlap and unclear 

focus. In this scenario, it is critical to provide sets of 

Design Principles, ready to use for specific uses like B2B 

(Legner and Vogel, 2007), Quality (Chase, 2004), 

Productivity in Public Sector (Karwan and Markland, 

2006), Value Co-creation (Blaschke et. al, 2019), 

Business Model Service Systems (Kleinschmidt et. al, 

2016), and our work on Wellbeing. 

The Design Principles 

The seven design principles suggest the critical 

features that organizational support services should have 

to produce positive effects on wellbeing. Besides 

wellbeing initiatives that are already part of a total reward 

system, we argue that we should also redesign support 

services such as cleaning, food, and IT to address 

employees’ wellbeing needs. In this way, employees 

would feel cared for by their organizations in any 

interaction and touchpoint. Such principles should 

represent a guide for those who design or are responsible 

for the choices that concern wellbeing as a service - WaaS 

(e.g., HR Managers, Real Estate Managers, CEOs). The 

design principles represent a first answer to the question: 

How might we design support services and experiences 

that create wellbeing for people within organizations? 

Design Principle n.1: Understand needs, engage in 

the choices  

Providing people with the opportunity to be involved 

in the ideation of support services, initiatives, and tools 

means making more conscious choices that consider real 

needs and positively impact wellbeing. The co-design 

level should vary depending on the problem an 

organization is facing and may require different levels of 

involvement for the employees. The critical aspect is to 

communicate the various implementation phases of a 

particular project, whether related to facility or people and 

to return feedback that would justify the organization's 

final choices. 

Design Principle n.2: Communicate and create 

awareness 

Communicating with clarity the information, values, 

and results that pertain to various service initiatives is 

crucial. If a service meant for employees is poorly 

communicated, it may have adverse effects rather than 



6 

M. Vignoli et al. 

positive ones (e.g., it may result in an underutilization of 

the service or even discourage employee participation in 

co-design activities). Awareness, designed as a 

component of a service, can also explicitly address the 

promotion of good behavioral habits directly related to 

people's physical wellbeing (e.g., prevention campaigns, 

healthy nutrition, posture).  

Design Principle n.3: Anticipate expectations  

It is essential to know people's expectations not to 

disappoint them and develop a plan that might even be 

able to exceed such expectations. 

Design Principle n.4: Encouraging human interaction  

It is essential to develop relationships inside and 

outside the work environment. The services designed 

within an organization should facilitate the interactions 

among people and consider this a priority even when 

digital touchpoints are part of the employee experience. 

Design Principle n.5: Adapting over time  

It is crucial to design for the entire service life-cycle, 

which means taking into account the changing factors that 

may occur over time: (a) the experience of use that the 

service produces, (b) the individual priorities, and (c) the 

individual and group expectations. Closely related to this 

aspect is the design of systems to monitor the services’ 

intensity of use over time. 

Design Principle n.6: Consider that delegation and 

control are context-dependent 

When designing services, it is necessary to consider 

the need for people to delegate some services in certain 

circumstances and, on the contrary, to maintain ownership 

and an active role in managing them in others. Preferences 

may vary depending on the service and context. For 

example, cleaning could be delegated most of the time but 

controlled carefully before an important meeting. The 

proposal of service should allow the employee to choose 

whether to use the service and when. 

Design Principle n.7: Differentiate the accessibility to 

services  

Services should be easily accessible in terms of costs, 

timing, and personal needs. It is crucial to understand how 

the same service can meet the same needs through the 

different modalities of delivery (e.g., an agreement with 

an external gym rather than using the corporate gym). 

Thus, access to a service can be different according to 

specific individual needs. 

.
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Table 1 – Emerging Themes and Design Principles 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Our study highlights opportunities for the Service 

Design discipline to improve the impact of human-

centered solutions. We highlight the importance of 

adopting an approach that considers employee wellbeing 

as a central objective in the disciplines of design 

interested in enhancing employees' experiences in the 

workplace. We argue that an 'excellent' experience aims 

to improve people's wellbeing besides satisfying basic 

needs and solving functional problems. 

In the discipline of design, principles are concepts or 

statements used to organize and guide any choices that 

affect a particular project's content or message 

(Daalhuizen and Timmer, 2019). Design principles 

describe the essential elements to be considered to 

generate different solutions and help maintain the right 

consistency between the different iterative phases. The 

way principles are applied determines the success of a 

design solution. Overall, by proposing the seven design 

principles, we argue that the fact that support services 

can generate employees' wellbeing should be the result 

of conscious and intentional choices. 

The results of our study are particularly relevant in 

today's organizational contexts characterized by 

increased complexities. The focus on improving people's 

wellbeing has changed and is continuously evolving. 

Expectations of wellbeing and job satisfaction are 

inevitably changing in time, too. The working population 

is currently composed of five generations that bring with 

them different values and preferences. The generational 

span has also influenced the provisions of incentives and 

benefits that have become increasingly flexible until 

reaching a tailor-made dimension (Clavarino, 2015). 

Thus, it is critical to pay great attention to wellbeing in 

the short and long term within the company's welfare 

policies. The design principles for wellbeing that we 

propose are one of the tools that can be adopted by an 

organization that follows a Design Thinking approach to 

reach these goals. It is also equally important, as 

mentioned before, to initiate continuous iteration 

processes to monitor the services developed and to 

understand the effects on employees' wellbeing over 

2. Communicate and 

create awareness

3. Anticipate 

expectations

Environmental factors
Cleanliness of the 

environments

• Cleaning services must be invisible and, at the same 

time, visible

Positive climate 

and socializing

• It is important to socialize with different groups of 

people

Creative solutions
• People need space and moments in which to express 

their creative potential

Family
• People need to trust those who will help them managing 

their extra-work activities

Wellness
• People need easy access to those services that help 

maintain an ideal physical well-being

Time

• Flexible hours can have negative impacts if they are not 

controlled

• People need to enact different personal and social 

identities

Awareness, 
communication 
and feedback

• People want to be involved in the choices that affect the 

different aspects of their work

• There is the need to increase, with clear information, 

the awareness of the available benefits

“I suffer because I would like a window; at times I feel I 

cannot breathe”. 

“There is a problem because on our floor the cleaning 

staff arrives at 5 pm, when we are in rush hour. So she 

cannot clean the desk because we are working”. 

“It’s not that I want to have a service that takes away my 

dirty shirts. That’s not what I want. […] I’d like to be 

able to do it myself, but I do not want to end up having to 

do everything during the week-end”. 

“I wish there would be something that will allow to grab 

healthier snacks”

“I think that if the service were activated by the company 

[like childcare assistance], the people in change would 

be reliable […] at least it must be a person I know and 

trust”

“To me it is very important to have mental time to 

diverge, so to find ideas, to find the most innovative 

insights […] It is fundamental for a state of work 

wellbeing”.

“You risk losing part of your identity if you lose the habit 

of having even unstructured sharing moments”

“[talking about moments and meetings specifically 

devoted to knowledge sharing] The problem is the 

tension that sometimes develops […] so, on the one 

hand, the company encourages informal moments of 

knowledge sharing but on the other it creates a little 

pressure to limit them […[ an indirect pressure”. 

“We knew this was done for us [a new multi-function 

platform for knowledge sharing and interpersonal 

relationship development] but without asking us what we 

really needed”. 

Needs and Insights Themes and sub-

themes

Design Principles

Open space 

ambivalent aspects
1. Understand 

needs, engage in 
choices

• Breaks and interruptions become critical when there are 

no rules that define the behavior of individuals in 

different spaces

• People need dedicated spaces for more formal or private 

conversations

• People prefer to work side by side rather than by 

distance

Environmental factors
Climatization and 

healthy air

• Air conditioning does not solve the problem of 

unhealthy air

• People perceive the same temperature differently

Knowledge sharing

• It is important to manage the trade-off among the 

activities that generate value in the long term and 

results in the short term (e.g. financial, more 

immediate)

• Physical interaction between people should be 

encouraged compared to the digital one

Examples of Representative Quotes

“When we all talk it is like being inside a food market!”

“It is impossible to be knowledgeable about all aspects 

of work; thus I find it [the open space] very useful”

4. Encouraging 

human interactions

5. Adapting over 
time

6. Consider that 

delegation and control 

are context-dependent

7. Differentiate the 
accessibility of 

services
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time. Our findings and the associated design principles 

are consistent with research in the field of human 

resource management (e.g., Ollier-Malaterre, 2010) that 

calls for a renewed attention to how employees' need, use 

and judgment of wellbeing initiatives develop in a 

relational space, at the interface between personal 

factors, organizational factors, and environmental 

factors. For instance, employees could not reach the 

expected benefits of wellbeing or, more generally, 

human resource practices if they were not sufficiently 

involved or adequately informed about them or because 

employers implicitly discourage their use (Arthur and 

Boyles, 2007; Li, Frenkel, and Sanders, 2011). These 

considerations are mirrored in our design principles. 

From this perspective, innovation approaches such as 

Design Thinking can support decisions regarding the 

product, service, innovation processes, and also 

incentives and reward systems (both monetary and non-

monetary benefits). In doing so, Design Thinking is 

invisible, as it should be deeply embedded in the 

innovation processes within the organization, with the 

main focus on the value of services it helps to produce 

(Mager, 2011). It can represent a critical strategic lever 

for businesses that intend to increase employees' 

wellbeing with benefits in the short and long term.  

Despite its contributions, our research is not without 

limitations. Even if, when conducting the primary 

research, we gathered a large amount of consensus from 

both managers and employees that our insights and 

proposed solutions would improve the employees' 

physical, psychological, and relational wellbeing, our 

proposal remains mainly at a conceptual level. Our 

experimental pilot study was a first attempt to understand 

if the design principles would affect the employees' 

experience in the organization when implemented in 

actual services. However, as the final solution remained 

at a conceptual level, we could not measure its actual 

impact on employees' experience. We are conscious of 

the importance of conducting additional experiments, 

investigations, and iterations on applying the design 

principles for wellbeing in other settings.  

We suggest that there are several interesting research 

questions inspired by our study. Some examples include: 

How can we measure the impact of Service Design on 

employees' wellbeing? What would it take to design for 

short term versus long term wellbeing? What other 

implications Design Thinking and Service Design have 

on wellbeing beyond the organizational context? What 

other factors should we consider? 

Design Principles, together with Design Values and 

Design Approach, form a Methodology (Daalhuizen and 

Timmer, 2019). We suggest that future research should 

involve human resources, psychology, management, and 

design scholars to study Design Values and Design 

Approach to define a Methodology to Design for Well-

being as a Service (WaaS) and to achieve a better 

understanding of how organizations, managers, and 

designers can address new challenges while improving 

the quality of life in organizational contexts. This work 

could be applied to creative spaces like Ideasquare to 

enhance the experience of the space design, (see 2018 

Special Issue on this Journal, Vignoli, et al., 2018) that 

should consider explicitly the wellbeing of scientists, 

researchers, and students. 

REFERENCES 

Anderson, L., Ostrom, A. L., Corus, C., Fisk, R. P., Gallan, A. 

S., Giraldo, M., Williams, J. D. (2013). “Transformative 

service research: An agenda for the future”, Journal of 

Business Research, Vol. 66 No. 8, pp. 1203–1210. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2012.08.013 

Anderson, L., and Ostrom, A.L. (2015),”Transformative 

service research advancing our knowledge about service 

and wellbeing”, Journal of Service Research, Vol. 18 No. 

3, pp. 243-249. 

Arthur, J. B., and Boyles, T. (2007), "Validating the human 

resource system structure: A levels-based strategic HRM 

approach", Human Resource Management Review, Vol. 

17 N°1, pp. 77-92. 

Ashkanasy, N. M., Ayoko, O. B., and Jehn, K. A. (2014), 

"Understanding the physical environment of work and 

employee behavior: An affective events perspective", 

Journal of Organizational Behavior, Vol. 35 No. 8, pp. 

1169-1184.  

Augé, M. (1992), 995 Non-Places: An Introduction to an 

Anthropology of Supermodernity. 

Baden-Fuller, C. (2008), "Editorial", Long Range Planning, 

Vol. 41 No. 1, pp. 1-2. 

Blaschke, M., Riss, U., Haki, K., and Aier, S. (2019), “Design 

principles for digital value co-creation networks: a 

service-dominant logic perspective”, Electronic Markets, 

29(3), 443-472. 

Blomkvist, J., Holmlid, S., and Segelström, F. (2010), 

"Service design research: yesterday, today and 

tomorrow", In: This is Service Design Thinking: Basics - 

Tools - Cases/[ed] Stickdorn, M and Schneider, J, 

Amsterdam: BIS Publishers, 2010, 1, pp. 308-315 

Burns, C., Cottam, H., Vanstone, C., and Winhall, J. (2006), 

"RED" paper 02: Transformation design. 

Chase, R.B. (2004), "It's time to get to first principles in 

service design", Managing Service Quality: An 

International Journal, Vol. 14 No. 2/3, pp. 126-128. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/09604520410528545 

Clavarino, C. (2015), "Promote Effective Welfare Business 

Policies: Global Challenge, Opportunity for Italy, 

Corporate Welfare. Flexible Benefits and everything 

companies need to know. In addition to the 2016 Stability 

Law: Some Tips", Special Workbook #3, Gruppo24Ore, 

VI. 

Daalhuizen, J., and Timmer, R. (2019), "A Framework for 

Capturing the Ever-evolving Practice of Design to Drive 

Organizational Learning", International Journal of 

Design, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp. 16.  

Danna, K., and Griffin, R. W. (1999), "Health and wellbeing 

in the workplace: A review and synthesis of the 

literature", Journal of Management, Vol. 25 No. 3, pp. 

357-384.  

Desmet, P. M. A., Pohlmeyer, A. E., and Forlizzi, J. (2013), 

"Special Issue Editorial: Design for Subjective Well-

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2012.08.013


Designing Services for employees' wellbeing: principles for an improved employee experience 9 

Being", International Journal of Design, Vol. 7 No. 3, p. 

3. 

Desmet, P. M. A., and Pohlmeyer, A. E. (2013), "An 

Introduction to Design for Subjective Well-Being", 

International Journal of Design, Vol. 7 No. 3, p. 15. 

Dodge, R., Daly, A. P., Huyton, J., and Sanders, L. D. (2012), 

"The challenge of defining wellbeing", International 

Journal of Wellbeing, Vol 2 No. 3.   

Grant, A. M., Christianson, M. K., and Price, R. H. (2007), 

"Happiness, health, or relationships? Managerial practices 

and employee wellbeing tradeoffs", The Academy of 

Management Perspectives, Vol. 21 No. 3, pp. 51-63.  

Grawitch, M. J., Gottschalk, M., and Munz, D. C. (2006), 

"The path to a healthy workplace: A critical review 

linking healthy workplace practices, employee wellbeing, 

and organizational improvements", Consulting 

Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, Vol. 58 No. 

3, p. 129.  

Heracleous, L. and DeVoge, S. (1998), "Bridging the Gap of 

Relevance: Strategic Management and Organisational 

Development", Long Range Planning, Vol. 31 No. 5, pp. 

742-754. 

Karwan, K. R., and Markland, R. E. (2006), “Integrating 

service design principles and information technology to 

improve delivery and productivity in public sector 

operations: The case of the South Carolina DMV”, 

Journal of operations management, 24(4), 347-362. 

Kleinsmann, M., Valkenburg, R., and Sluijs, J. (2017), 

"Capturing the Value of Design Thinking in Different 

Innovation Practices", International Journal of Design, 

Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 25-40. 

Kleinschmidt, S., Burkhard, B., Hess, M., Peters, C., and 

Leimeister, J. M. (2016), “Towards design principles for 

aligning human-centered service systems and 

corresponding business models”, In: International 

Conference on Information Systems (ICIS), Dublin, 

Ireland. 

Legner, C. and Vogel, T., "Design Principles for B2B 

Services - An Evaluation of Two Alternative Service 

Designs," IEEE International Conference on Services 

Computing (SCC 2007), Salt Lake City, UT, 2007, pp. 

372-379, doi: 10.1109/SCC.2007.50. 

Li, X., Frenkel, S. J., and Sanders, K. (2011), "Strategic HRM 

as process: How HR system and organizational climate 

strength influence Chinese employee attitudes", The 

International Journal of Human Resource 

Management, Vol. 22 N°. 9, pp. 1825-1842. 

Mager, B. (2011), "Special Issue Editorial: Designing for 

Services", International Journal of Design, Vol. 5 No. 2, 

p. 3. 

Nieuwenhuis, M., Knight, C., Postmes, T., and Haslam, S. A. 

(2014), "The relative benefits of green versus lean office 

space: Three field experiments", Journal of Experimental 

Psychology: Applied, Vol. 20 No. 3, p. 199.  

Ollier-Malaterre, A. 2010. "Contributions of work-life and 

resilience initiatives to the individual/organization 

relationship", Human Relations, Vol. 63 N°1, pp.  41-62. 

Rath, T., and Harter, J. (2010a), "Wellbeing: The five essential 

elements", New York: Gallup Press.  

Rath, T., and Harter, J. (2010b), "The economies of 

wellbeing", Washington, DC: Gallup, Inc.  

Romme, A. G. L. (2003), "Making a Difference: Organization 

as Design", Organization Science, Vol. 14 No. 5, pp. 558-

573. 

Romme, A. G. L. and Endenburg, G. (2006), "Construction 

Principles and Design Rules in the Case of Circular 

Design", Organization Science, Vol. 17 No. 2, pp. 287-

297. 

Sangiorgi, D. (2011), "Transformative Services and 

Transformation Design", International Journal of Design, 

Vol. 5 No. 1, pp. 29-40. 

Sointu, E. (2005), "The rise of an ideal: tracing changing 

discourses of wellbeing", The Sociological Review, Vol. 

53 No. 2, 255-274.  

Strauss, A., and Corbin, J. (1998), "Basics of Qualitative 

Research. Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques", 

Sage Publication, Newbury Park, CA. 

Stickdorn, M., Schneider, J., Andrews, K., and Lawrence, A. 

(2011), "This is service design thinking: Basics, tools, 

cases" (Vol. 1), Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Sturges, J. (2012), "Crafting a balance between work and 

home", Human Relations, Vol. 65 No. 12, pp. 1539-1559.   

Tosi, H. L., and Pilati, M. (2011), "Managing organizational 

behavior: Individuals, teams, organization and 

management", Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Trends, G. H. C. (2016), "The new organization: Different by 

design", Retrieved from 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/D

ocuments/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-

trends-2016.pdf  

Ungureanu, P., Rietti, D., and Giustiniano, L. (2018), "How 

does organizational space help organizations cope with 

the challenges of ambidexterity and continue to innovate? 

A space reorganization experiment in a transitioning 

organization". CERN IdeaSquare Journal of Experimental 

Innovation, Vol. 2, N° 1, pp. 38-45. DOI: 

10.23726/cij.2018.747 

Ungureanu, P., and Bertolotti, F. (2020), "From Gaps to 

Tangles: A Relational Framework for the Future of the 

Theory-Practice Debate".  Futures, Vol. 118. DOI: 

10.1016/j.futures.2020.102532.  

Ungureanu, P., Bertolotti, F., and Pilati, M. (2019), "What 

drives alignment between offered and perceived wellbeing 

initiatives in organizations? A cross-case analysis of 

employer-employee shared strategic intentionality", 

European Management Journal, Vol. 37 No. 6, pp. 742-

759.  

Van Aken, J. E. (2005), "Management Research as a Design 

Science: Articulating the Research Products of Mode 2 

Knowledge Production in Management", British Journal 

of Management, Vol. 16 No. 1, pp. 19-36. 

Van Aken, J. E., and Romme, G. (2009), "Reinventing the 

future: adding design science to the repertoire of 

organization and management studies", Organization 

Management Journal, Vol. 6 No. 1, pp. 5-12. 

Van De Voorde, K., Paauwe, J., and Van Veldhoven, M. 

(2012), "Employee Well-being and the HRM–

Organizational Performance Relationship: A Review of 

Quantitative Studies", International Journal of 

Management Reviews, Vol. 14 No. 4, pp. 391- 407. 

Vignoli, M., Mattarelli, E., and Mäkinen, S. J. (2018), 

“Experimenting with innovation in creative spaces”. 

CERN IdeaSquare, Journal of Experimental Innovation, 

Vol. 2, N° 1, pp. 1-2. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.23726%2Fcij.2018.747

