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The Biophilic Space 
Inside: Biophilic Design; what it is and why it matters to the way 
we understand Green | Liak Teng Lit; Singapore’s pioneer of the 
healing environment | Workspace Wellness; Biophilic offices in the 
Asia-Pacific region
With projects from Australia, China, India, Japan, Malaysia, and Singapore.
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AUSTRALIA

As we spend most of our waking hours at the office, it only makes sense that 
where we work should not have a negative impact on our health, but instead 
display a positive influence, for healthy employees make for happy employees. 
While the aspect of health is often addressed by means of technology, for 
example a building system using cleaner air, insulating against noise pollution 
and zero VOCs, the concept of wellness also refers to a broader notion of 
how occupants feel, which addresses questions like do they have views of 
the external natural landscape, are they comfortable with the lighting and 
temperature, is there natural lighting or ventilation and how conducive is the 
environment to social interaction? 

Two Australian office projects, Medibank Place in Melbourne and Boomworks 
in Sydney, focus on health and wellness for employees beyond Green rating 
certifications. The first is a new building, while the second is a fit-out 
and refurbishment. Both advocate Green design with metrics of certified 
performance; critically they also strive to define workplaces that actually make 
employees feel better. 

1

WORKPLACE 
WELLNESS

Photo by Earl Carter

1 Sinuous staircases and a central atrium break up the floorplates and create visual 
connections to each floor

by Y-Jean Mun-Delsalle   
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Photo by Peter Bennetts

For health insurance provider Medibank, its repositioning from a traditional, 
government-owned health insurer to a privatised organisation aimed at proactive 
health management provided it with the perfect opportunity to truly embrace its 
slogan “For Better Health”, which was brought to life in a new edifice housing 
its Melbourne headquarters. Following the findings of a commissioned report 
Workplace Health: Australian Workers’ Perspectives1 it discovered that 44 
percent of Australian employees consider their workplace to be a health hazard 
to their physical and mental well-being, and 85 percent of workers said it was 
up to employers to offer workplace health programmes or invest in the health 
and well-being of their employees. This led to the launch of the Thrive project, a 
AUD100-million endeavour to ensure its employees’ working amenities maximise 
good health. 

Medibank’s other landmark study Stand Up Australia2 found that the majority 
of time spent at work (77 percent) was sedentary, that 70 percent of the entire 
work day was spent sedentary compared to a non-work day when that number 
was reduced to 62 percent, and that sedentary workers were also less active on 
non-work days.

Anthony Dickens, senior associate at Hassell, the architects behind the 
project, says, “The new workplace was part of a major cultural change 
programme for Australia’s largest health insurer Medibank to live its purpose 
to the core and create better health outcomes for its members, employees and 
the community. Medibank wanted to create one of the healthiest workplaces in 
the world—one that goes beyond conventional activity-based-working to create 
health-based-working. This design approach places the mental and physical 
health of people at its heart and enables Medibank to live up to its core purpose 
of better health for its members, employees and the community.”

Over at the office of IT company Boomworks, health and well-being are 
emphasised by focusing on staff needs via flexible multifunctional workspaces, 
individual environmental controls, access to outside space, integration of plants, 
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2 More than 2,800 plants have been used for the interior and exterior at Medibank Place 
to help improve internal air quality, among other benefits   3 The building’s design, built 
on a triangle of land in Melbourne’s Docklands, has created new pedestrian links between 
a major railway station, Etihad Stadium and Bourke Street   4 Employees can use the 
multipurpose sports court at the ground level   5 Rooftop park for employees to use for  
work or relaxation  6 Section   7 Workfloor plan
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Project Data
Project Name
Medibank Place
Location
Bourke Street, Melbourne, Australia
Completion Date
June 2014
Gross Floor Area
26,000 square metres 
Building Height
107 metres
Client/Owner
CBus Property
Architecture Firm
Hassell
Principal Architects
Hassell; Chris Connell Design; 
Kerry Phelan Design Office; 
Russell & George 
Main Contractor
Brookfield Multiplex
Images/Photos
Earl Carter; Peter Bennetts; Hassell

8 Cyclists can freely enter the building 
through the main Bourke Street 
entrance and the bike ramp spirals up 
into the heart of the building  

Photo by Earl Carter 8

a communal staff kitchen, and dining and breakout spaces, while requiring 
minimal energy use and implementing passive technologies and strategies 
such as reliance on natural light and ventilation. Other sustainable features 
include a rainwater harvesting system supplying all water for irrigation of the 
garden, energy-efficient light fittings and the use of recycled materials. Being 
an overhaul of an existing industrial building, Boomworks was able to retain a 
range of original raw materials including steel, timber and concrete. At the 2013 
BPN Sustainability Awards, Australia’s strongest independent sustainable awards 
programme, the workplace project won a commendation for leading the way in 
groundbreaking design. 

MEDIBANK PLACE
In 2011, Medibank had begun searching for office space from building owners 

and developers. Developer Cbus Property commissioned Hassell to come up 
with a design that it could pitch to Medibank, which would match its brief where 
well-being is at the core. Medibank’s views and comments were integrated 
throughout the base building design process, and it then tasked Hassell to work 
on the interior design as well. Although a challenge for Hassell to simultaneously 
design both the base building for the developer and the interior for the anchor 
tenant, it also proved to be a major advantage, as it allowed it to work in a 
holistic way.

Hassell’s first difficulty came from trying to find precedents for healthy 
workplaces. Due to a lack of such existing information, it undertook an 
extensive research phase, referencing case studies published by Medibank 
on the psychology of exercise and the reasons for absenteeism, and stationed 
key members of its design team in different business units for a day to better 
understand the corporate culture and its needs. Following this research, four 
ideals—innovation, inspiration, collaboration and being healthy—were identified 
to support Medibank’s definition of health as physical, mental and social, which 
were subsequently included in all facets of the base building and interior design, 
whether big or small, as the brief was to create a building that could help 
Medibank to flourish, not just to exist.

Together with Chris Connell Design, Kerry Phelan Design Office and Russell & 
George, Hassell conceived a wholly integrated healthy workplace that promotes 
employees’ physical movement throughout the day, focusing on work practices 
and interaction across the entire organisation. The indoor environment makes 
the most of access to views, natural daylight and fresh air, and provides optimal 
thermal comfort for employees with noise levels minimised through acoustic 
design. 

Plants and trees play a major role in the building: there are 2,300 inside, 
2,500 on external planted terraces and 520 in modular planter boxes on the 
façade, as well as a landscaped podium park on the roof for recreational use 
and two 25-metre-high street-facing green walls that reduce the urban heat 
island effect. Dickens notes, “Within the workplace, greenery helps relieve 
stress, improves internal air quality and transforms views from grey to green. 
With around 10 percent of the building’s exterior covered by native Australian 
plants, it’s a living, breathing building that also provides a welcome relief 
within its heavily concreted urban surrounds.” The mix of climbing and bedded 
native plants combined with the curves of the building itself softens and gives 
a more human character to the mass of the 23-floor, 46,000-square metre 
triangular building—in contrast to the solid, impenetrable appearance of many 
city towers—and over time, these plants should draw local birdlife and improve 
the air quality in the workplace, resulting in both emotional and physical health 
benefits. 

A bike ramp spiralling up from Bourke Street directly into the building with 
internal bike storage has been an especially successful part of the design, as 
it has already led to a 60 percent rise in staff cycling to work. A demonstration 
kitchen and edible garden growing seasonal herbs, fruits and vegetables, 
inspired by Medibank Community Fund’s backing of the Stephanie Alexander 
Kitchen Garden Foundation, teaches staff, students and other businesses about 
the importance of healthy cooking and eating.

Structured around a central atrium and staircase, which breaks up the 
2,800-square metre floor plates, the design creates visual connections and 
allows people to move freely and intuitively throughout the building, the interior 
makes staff feel connected to the organisation as a whole, as it eliminates all 
spatial constraints and everyone is accessible, visible and available. Vibrant 
colours were also incorporated to contribute to employees’ mental well-being, 
a welcome change from Medibank’s previous office in beige. All floors contain 
four ‘neighbourhoods’, each broadly associated with a particular team. While 
teams have a theoretical ‘home base’ that staff can call in on, everybody has 
the possibility to move around the building, as there are no dedicated desks 
or offices, with employees able to choose from a range of work settings to 
overcome hierarchies and empower them to take charge of the way they work. 
They may opt for individual (private library-style spaces and ‘re-energising’ 
areas for resting) or collaborative (shared workbenches, team tables and 
lounges, semi-enclosed booths and ‘active chat’ areas that encourage informal 
workplace interaction) workspaces, which were designed by Hassell according 
to Veldhoen’s brief. Height-adjustable workstations and Vitra’s Tip Ton chairs 
by Barber & Osgerby feature throughout the workspaces as they increase 
circulation while seated, and some meeting rooms have completely done away 
with seating altogether. All these serve to champion movement and choice, 
encouraging people to shift between various settings for different activities not 
only for efficiency but for a healthier way of working, as the more one moves 
during the day, the healthier it is to work in the office. 

In a Medibank post-occupancy survey conducted four months after moving 
into the new complex, staff were asked to compare their new workplace 
with their previous office. The results were conclusive: 79 percent said they 
were more collaborative with others, 70 percent said they were healthier, 
66 percent felt more productive and there was a 5-percent reduction in call 
centre absenteeism. Ultimately, Medibank Place symbolises the power that 
an innovative building can have on the ability to change mindsets. The type of 
environment an organisation chooses to create for its employees says a lot about 
the kind of organisation it wants to be.

1 By Allen Consulting in 2012
2 Carried out in association with Baker IDI Heart and Diabetes Institute and the University of  
 Queensland Cancer Prevention Research Centre
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  the day
 - Released during the night
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2 Mechanical air-conditioning system  
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3 Warm air expelled through  
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Project Data
Project Name
Boomworks
Location
Camperdown, Sydney, Australia
Completion Date
September 2011
Site Area
300 square metres
Gross Floor Area
500 square metres
Client/Owner
Boomworks
Architecture Firm
Shed
Principal Architect
Chris Haughton
Main Contractor
Profile Property Group
Civil & Structural Engineer
M&G Consulting
Images/Photos
Shed

12 Workspaces under the old roof 
structure   13 Staff meeting in the 
breakout space   14 Old street truss 
and new timber details   
15 Operable windows
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BOOMWORKS
In 2009, Boomworks, an IT firm of approximately 25 people specialising in the 

design and user-testing of websites, purchased a 300-square metre single-
storey warehouse in Camperdown, New South Wales, and commissioned Shed 
architects to transform it into a new creative office space with support facilities, 
website testing ‘labs’ and outdoor breakout spaces. The brief from the owners of 
Boomworks, Grant Klein and Fred Randell, was to design a building that reflected 
and supported the values of the company, which already had a number of Green 
initiatives such as recycling, carbon offsetting, energy monitoring, solar power 
and the sponsoring of zoo animals. While maximising sustainability initiatives 
and minimising operational costs, Shed built a timber and glass box inside 
the warehouse containing meeting rooms, a lunch room and other testing and 
service areas, and created a garden with plants that improve air quality around 
the box for informal meetings, office gatherings, bike parking and breakout 
spaces. The first floor is composed of a single open-plan workspace with desks 
arranged on either side of the original steel roof trusses. 

Linking the goal of health and wellness to particular spaces, Boomworks 
employees benefit from individual control of the workspace environment, which 
is facilitated by operable roof lights, operable windows and operable low-level 
louvres, and the provision for communal eating and cooking of food, where 
staff roast vegetables every morning for group lunches. Showers have been 

12 13 15
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incorporated and the garden at the entryway is used for the parking of bikes 
and strollers. The building has been conceived for staff, not to impress clients, 
who witness the honest workings of the firm, not a cleaned-up façade. Although 
a post-occupancy survey has not been carried out to compare how employees 
feel and perform in this office relative to others, Boomworks nonetheless enjoys 
high rates of staff retention in contrast to other local firms in the IT industry, 
partly thanks to the positive working environment. Founder and principal of Shed 
architects, Chris Haughton, states, “A healthy building for us is one in which the 
owners and workers feel comfortable, healthy and enjoy a sense of pride and 
ownership. It is rewarding for us that Boomworks employees often compliment 
us on the design of their workspace and that the owners remain in touch with us 
with regard to ongoing refinements and improvements.”

Adapted to the area’s climate, the building features a mixed-mode air-
conditioning strategy that relies on improved roof insulation and the local mild 
temperatures that are perfect for natural ventilation, where the mechanical 
systems operate only when necessary. This means that although the interior is 
air-conditioned, when conditions are right, the building can operate in natural 
ventilation mode, where cool air is drawn in by natural convection through the 
existing front windows, across the garden, through louvred panels in the box, 
then up through operable roof lights above the workspace. Before construction, 
industry-leading British firm Cundall was brought on board the design team to 

provide a cost-benefit analysis of various ESD measures that could be adopted 
in the scheme, including the benefits of insulation, ceiling fans and skylights, 
to achieve the maximum occupant comfort level at the lowest cost. This has 
resulted in reduced reliance on mechanical air-conditioning from 100 percent to 
approximately 25 percent after moving to the new premises.

Having attained a 6-Star NABERS Energy rating and 4-Star NABERS Water 
rating, Boomworks’ other ESD initiatives include solar panels mounted on the 
north-facing roof supplying 50 percent of electricity used; energy-efficient 
lighting that reduces energy consumption; improved natural lighting via skylights 
in the workspace and in the indoor garden via roof openings with operable 
louvres; rainwater harvested from the roof and stored in a rainwater tank for 
irrigation of the large indoor planters; low-VOC paints; low water-use fittings; 
the off-site prefabrication of components like the steel and joinery; and the 
possibility of limited on-site food cultivation. Some furniture was constructed 
from recycled materials, such as chairs made from recycled plastic bottles 
or tables from recycled timber. Emphasising a long life/loose fit concept, the 
building is designed to allow for future conversion to residential use. At the end 
of the day, Boomworks is a successful model of the adaptive reuse of an existing 
industrial warehouse into a high-quality workspace.  
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