ON PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSTRUCTS IN
OFFICE SETTINGS: A REVIEW OF THE
EMPIRICAL LITERATURE

Mahbub Rashid, PhD, AlA and Craig Zimring, PhD
College of Architecture, Georgia Institute of Technology,
Atlanta, GA 30332-0155
mahbub.rashid@arch.gatech.edu; craig.zimring@arch.

gatech.edu

(Proceedings of the 36th Environment Design Association
Research Conference, 2005.)

ABSTRACT

This paper reviews the empirical literature on the
relationships between psychosocial constructs and office
settings. The constructs included in the review are face-to-
face communication and interaction, privacy, territoriality,
and control and supervision. The review shows that most
empirical studies provide no rigorous analytic definition of
a psychosocial construct. Instead, they treat a construct as a
synthetic and relatively enduring quality of the internal of-
fice environment. Most empirical studies also lack rigorous
experimental controls. As a result, they rarely explain any
causal relationships between a psychosocial construct and
office settings. Additionally, most studies do not involve
different structural levels an office organization and their
related psychological, social and cultural factors. The direct
and indirect effects of different behavioral processes on the
perception of a psychosocial construct are also not well
studied in the empirical literature. Finally, even though the
empirical literature emphasizes the importance of any dif-
ferences between the desired and perceived levels of a psy-
chosocial construct in dealing with satisfaction, performance
or any other office outcomes, any objective measurement
of a construct and its impacts on office outcomes remain
unresolved in the literature.

Keywords: communication, interaction, privacy,
territoriality, control, supervision, satisfaction, performance,
office organization, office environment

INTRODUCTION: PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSTRUCTS
IN OFFICE SETTINGS

In this paper, we review the empirical literature
on a set of psychosocial constructs, which are potent and
meaningful not only in the psychological and social domains
but also in the spatial domains of office organizations. These
constructs are face-to-face communication and interaction,
privacy, territoriality, and control and supervision. Being
middle range concepts, these constructs form a necessary link
between the abstract description of an office organization and
its physical setting. In addition to the programmatic descrip-
tion of people, work, structure and the reporting order of an
office organization, we need a description of its psychosocial
constructs to design the physical setting of the organization
because individuals, groups and the organization as a whole
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require certain degrees of environmental affordability in terms
of these constructs. For example, in a design office, com-
munication may be characterized by a continual discussion
over the work in progress; the structure by a non-hierarchical
order where status and privacy differentiation is minimal;
control by a less rigorous set of behavioral codes; and so on.
In contrast, in an advertising agency, communication may be
characterized by an urgency to impress people immediately;
the structure by a coalition between widely diverse groups
where members of each group may have similar status but
different roles; control by a rigorous set of behavioral codes
since an internal competition for scarce resources may exist;
and so on.

A conceptual framework linking an office organiza-
tion, its physical setting, behavioral processes and outcome
variables to the desired and perceived levels of psychosocial
constructs is presented in Figure 1. The framework must
not be considered as a well-supported set of propositions.
Rather, it is presented as a tool with which to review the
existing empirical literature, and to plan and direct future
research on office settings. In the model, it is proposed that
most office settings are designed or redesigned to meet some
desired needs of a set of psychosocial constructs at differ-
ent structural levels of the office organizations (pre-design
phase in Figure 1). Office designs, once materialized and
occupied, however, may influence these needs through their
effects on behavior and organizational processes (occupancy
phase in Figure 1). In a simple example, an individual may
simply manipulate the physical setting, such as closing her
office door or placing a plant near her workstation, in order
to achieve the desired level of a psychosocial construct. In a
more complex example, in addition to the physical features
of a setting, an individual’s perceived sense of a construct
may also be affected by psychological processes, such as
stress and overload, and past-experience, beliefs and attitude.
Likewise, a group’s perceived sense of a construct may be
affected by such social psychological processes as choices
and requirements of face-to-face communication and interac-
tions, and regulations of immediacy; and an organization’s
perceived sense of a construct may be a result of the degree of
congruence between organizational needs, such as adequacy
of communication and security, and the physical setting of
the organization.

Whether a psychosocial construct is perceived
differently from what the physical setting is expected to
afford is important for individual, group and organizational
outcomes. However, the effects of the physical setting may
be more direct in some cases than they are in the other cases.
For example, an individual may perform poorly if she does
complex work in a noisy space with minimum “acoustic
privacy”. In contrast, an individual may also perform poorly
if she feels psychologically deprived of “acoustic privacy”,
even though she may be physiologically and functionally
comfortable in her space. In both cases, individual’s adapta-
tion skills may be a mediating factor. For example, some
individuals may be able to maintain a constant performance
level even when the noise level in the setting changes, because
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Figure 1: The conceptual framework linking organizational attributes, physical setting and behavioral processes to psy-

chosocial constructs

they can screen-off noise easily. Likewise, office designs may
affect group or organizational outcomes depending on how
well the physical setting meets the needs of a construct that
are essential for a group or an organization. For example, a
group may not perform well, because its territoriality does
not meet its functional and behavioral necessities. Adaptive
skills of a group or an organization are also important for
outcomes. Groups and organizations with different degrees of
structural and functional flexibility may perform differently
under similar environmental affordances of a psychosocial
construct. Below, we present the summary of our review of
the research literature on face-to-face communication and
interaction, privacy, territoriality, and control and supervi-
sion in office settings taking into account the conceptual
framework discussed above.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Face-to-face communication and Interaction
Communication among individuals and groups
involving social and informational aspects is a necessary
prelude to any relationships. It builds trust, which is an in-
dispensable prerequisite towards more complex and riskier
relationships (Kenis & Knoke, 2002; Nardi & Whittaker,
2002). Nardi and Whittaker (2002) distinguish face-to-face
communication from mediated communication, and describe
the unique social aspects of face-to-face communication:
touch, shared activities eating and drinking together, as well
as informal interactions and attention management. They
along with many theorists argue that face-to-face communi-
cation is crucial for sustaining the social relationships that
make distributed communication and work possible (Clark &
Brennan, 1991; Hallowell, 1999; Handy, 1995; Kiesler et al.,
1984; Nohria & Eccles, 1992; Olson & Olson, 2000; Rutter,

1987; Short et al., 1976). An impressive body of research also

demonstrates that face-to-face communication is the most

information rich medium (Clark, 1996; Clark & Brennan,

1991; Daft & Lengel, 1984; Doherty-Sneddon et al., 1997;

O’Conaill et al., 1993; Short et al., 1976). We may further

classify face-to-face communication into formal and informal

face-to-face communication, and define informal face-to-
face communication as relatively unstructured information
exchanges that tend to occur during face-to-face encounters.

Previous research has shown that seemingly inconsequential

informal face-to-face communication may serve critical func-

tions such as coordination, learning, innovation, and agility

(Allen, 1977; Kraut & Streeter, 1996; Nardi & Engestrom,

1999; Whittaker, Frohlich, & Daly-Jones 1994). Informal

communications and interactions have also been shown to be

extremely difficult to support using mediated communication

(Kraut, 1987; Kraut et al., 1987, 1990, 1990a).

The effects of physical settings on face-to-face com-
munication and interaction are well studied in office literature,
or more broadly in workplace literature. The important find-
ings reported in the literature are as follows:

1) At the micro-level, the “sociopetal” and “sociofugal”
aspects of a setting are important for face-to-face com-
munication and interaction (Sommer, 1967; Steinzor,
1950). These are, respectively, the tendency of a setting
to bring people together, or to push them apart. Likewise,
an interaction across a desk involves greater psycho-
logical distance than an interaction with no intervening
barrier (Campbell, 1980; Joiner, 1976; Zweigenhaft,
1976).

2) The physical setting of offices can affect the quality of
interaction in offices (Hatch, 1987; Sundstrom et al.,
1982a, 1982b; Wineman, 1982).

3) Locations of people and activity areas can affect face-
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to-face communication and interaction (Allen, 1970;
Campbell & Campbell, 1988; Conrath, 1973; Davis,
1984; Farrenkopf & Roth, 1980; Heller et al., 1977;
Leibson, 1981; Parsons, 1976).

Walking or physical distance may be linked to infor-
mal communication in office settings (Allen, 1970;
Faunce, 1958; Gullahorn, 1952; Homans, 1954; Keller
& Holland, 1983; Lorenzen & Jaeger, 1968; Steele,
1973; Szilagyi & Holland, 1980). In contrast, Duffy
(19744, 1974b) and Farbstein (1975) found no connec-
tion between formal communication and proximity of
workspaces within the same building.

Proximity of workspaces may predispose the develop-
ment of an informal group among compatible people
in an office — as an outgrowth of the informal commu-
nication associated with proximity (Gullahorn, 1952;
Homans, 1950, 1954; Walker & Guest, 1952).

The presence and absence of central gathering places
may affect face-to-face communication and interaction
in offices (Bechtel, 1976; Bobele & Buchanan, 1979;
Brookes & Kaplan, 1972; Goodrich, 1982; Lawrence
& Lorsch, 1967).

Spatial arrangement and the location of walls, partitions,
furnishings, and other barriers may affect cohesiveness
and interaction among groups (Lawrence & Lorsch,
1967; Bobele & Buchanan, 1979).

Visibility and accessibility play a powerful role in the
way individuals use office spaces and communicate
within them (Bechtel, 1976; Hall, 1966; Hillier & Penn,
1991, 1992; Parsons, 1976; Penn et al., 1997).

Spatial interconnectedness is an important factor af-
fecting observed levels of interaction and eagerness to
travel for interaction in work environments (Hillier &
Grajewski, 1987; Grajewski, 1992). Spatial intercon-
nectedness is also related to how people in an area find
people in other areas useful in their own work within an
office (Hillier & Penn, 1991).

Evaluation studies of open plan offices do not consis-
tently show the expected increase in communication:
Some studies report an increase (Brookes, 1972a, 1972b;
Brookes & Kaplan, 1972; Hundert & Greenfield, 1969;
Ives & Ferdinands, 1974; Zahn, 1991); some studies
report no change or even a decrease (Boje, 1971; Clear-
water, 1979; Pile, 1978; Sundstrom et al., 1982b); and
others report an increase in one kind, while a decrease in
another kind of communication (Boyce, 1974; Hundert
& Greenfield, 1969; Oldham & Brass, 1979).
Environmental stress caused by extreme ambient con-
ditions such as noise and uncomfortable heat can lead
to insensitivity to social cues and negative reactions to
others (Cohen & Lezak, 1977; Griffitt, 1970; Griffitt &
Veitch, 1971; Korte, et al., 1975; Mathews & Canon,
1975; Sauser, et al., 1978). Contrarily, such environ-
mental stress may also create positive responses to
other people in the same setting through “shared stress”
(Kenrick & Johnson, 1979).

The influences of personal, social and cultural factors,
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and adaptive skills of individuals, groups and organizations
on performance, particularly in situations where people’s
need for face-to-face communication and interaction are not
fulfilled, are less studied in office literature. For example,
we do not know how people with different personal, social
and cultural backgrounds would react if their needs for face-
to-face communication and interaction were not fulfilled in
office settings. The effects of environmental perception on
the quantity and quality of face-to-face communication and
interaction are less studied as well. However, the relationships
between face-to-face communication and office performance
and outcomes are much-studied phenomena. Studies show
that increased face-to-face communication and interaction
may lead to positive outcomes in workplaces and/or office
settings (Allen, 1977; House & Wells, 1978; Muchinsky,
1977; O’Reilly & Roberts, 1977; Oldham & Brass, 1979;
Peters & Waterman, 1981). Studies also show that a lack
of social interaction and support may cause work stress in
certain situations (Cooper & Marshall, 1978; French & Ca-
plan, 1970). These findings need to be carefully interpreted
in office design. For example, open plan offices may increase
social interaction, but reduce privacy, autonomy;, task identity,
and worker feedback — factors that have positive effects on
worker satisfaction, motivation, and productivity (Hanson,
1978; Hundert & Greenfield, 1969; Oldham & Brass, 1979;
Zeitlin, 1969).

At the level of group or organization, several studies
have shown that good relationships among work groups
are important for both individual and organizational health
(Argyris, 1964; Cooper, 1973). According to Mulder (1960),
the communication structure of an organization may deter-
mine group performance. Among the more specific issues
not reported in research literature are the effects of distance
on distorted perception of one group about another. For
example, increased distance between working groups may
reduce interaction leading to infrequent contacts and distorted
perception of each other. The effects of the size and avail-
ability of meeting spaces on group interaction have also not
been reported in office literature. For example, small meet-
ing rooms may promote a pattern of small group meetings,
even at stages when much larger group meetings would be
more appropriate. It is likely that large social events may not
occur in a setting where there is no large gathering space.
Additionally, no rigorous research has been reported in office
literature linking the flexibility of a setting to face-to-face
communication despite the fact that interaction needs of an
organization change constantly.

Privacy

The definitions of privacy include the idea of control
over social contact and access to information (e.g., Altman,
1975; Justa & Golan, 1977; Westin, 1967); seclusion, with-
drawal, and avoidance of interaction (e.g., Bates, 1964); and
one’s sense of being on display (e.g., O’Neill, 1994). How-
ever, privacy is better understood as having three main func-
tions: first, it ensures personal autonomy; second, it provides
an emotional outlet; and third, it allows self-evaluation, syn-



thesis of information, and decision-making (Pastalan, 1970).
Office literature presents a dichotomy of “psychological
privacy” and “architectural privacy” (Oldham & Rotchford,
1983; Sundstrom et al., 1980). More generally, the former
kind is related to social contact and access to information,
and the latter kind is related to verbal and acoustic intrusions.
Sundstrom (1986) uses speech privacy referring to one’s
ability to hold a conversation without being overheard and
visual privacy referring to one’s ability to shield oneself from
being seen by others. The need for privacy has several levels
in office settings (Sundstrom et al., 1982). Once one level is
satisfied, an individual would aspire to the next level. The
first is the need to control access to workspace; the second,
the need to limit distraction and interruption; and the third,
the need to be able to communicate informally with others.

People or groups may suffer from a lack of privacy if they

cannot control who meets them; or if they cannot prevent

their conversations from being overheard; or if they cannot
prevent being observed by others.

Privacy is well studied in office literature. The important
research findings on the relationships between privacy and
the physical setting are as follows:

1) An employee’s sense of perceived privacy may be
related to the number of enclosed sides and the height
of enclosing panels of her office (BOSTI, 1981; Brill
et al., 1984-1985; Sundstrom et al., 1980, 1982a). The
lack of workspace enclosure may make privacy a major
problem in an office (Boyce, 1974; Brookes, 1972b; Han-
son, 1978; Hedge, 1982; Hundert & Greenfield, 1969;
Marans & Spreckelmeyer, 1982; McCarrey et al., 1974;
Nemecek & Grandjean, 1973; Wolgers, 1973). However,
the connection of physical enclosure with privacy may
vary with job categories (Hedge, 1982; Sundstrom, 1987
Sundstrom et al., 1982a).

2) Addition of partitions to a previously open space may re-
duce perceived crowding and increase privacy in offices
(Oldham, 1988; Oldham & Rotchford, 1983; Sundstrom
et al., 1982b).

3) Architectural privacy may be best characterized by hav-
ing a door to one’s workspace (DuVall-Early & Benedict,
1992).

4) In the absence of enclosing walls/partitions, privacy at
work can be obtained by the use of physical barriers,
such as plants, dimmed lighting, or task/ambient systems
such as table lamps (Archea, 1977; Goodrich, 1982).

5) In a private space, one is less vulnerable to noise and
distraction (Carlstam et al., 1973; Cohen, 1978, 1980;
Goodrich, 1979; Hedge, 1982; Mehrabian & Russell,
1974; Sundstrom et al., 1980). Consequently, people
working on complex tasks are more satisfied in pri-
vate settings than non-private ones (Block & Stokes,
1989).

6) Density of workspaces, response to privacy, and perfor-
mance in offices are related to one another (Ferguson &
Weisman, 1986; Stokols et al., 1975).

7) Privacy is often considered more important than the area,
temperature and ventilation, furniture, lighting, view,
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and the general aesthetics of workspaces (Farrenkopf
& Roth, 1980).

8) Most often mentioned problem with open office planning
is a lack of acoustic privacy (Boyce, 1974; Brookes &
Kaplan, 1972; Goodrich, 1979; Harris, 1978; Hundert &
Greenfield, 1969; Nemecek & Grandjean, 1973; Zeitlin,
1969).

9) The flexibility offered by modular furniture may provide
a good compromise between the tension created by
privacy and interaction (Cangelosi & Lemoine, 1988)
“Soft” rooms furnished with cushioned chairs, rugs,
wall decorations, and incandescent lighting may elicit
more intimate self-disclosure than “hard” rooms with
bare floors and walls, and fluorescent lighting (Chaikin
etal., 1976).
Differences in personality and social and cultural factors
may be related to privacy preferences (Altman, 1975; Golan
& Justa, 1976; Hall, 1966; Josefowitz, 1980; Marshall, 1972;
McKechnie, 1977; Patterson & Chiswick, 1981; Pedersen,
1982; Rubin & Shenker, 1978; Tolchinsky et al., 1981;
Walden et al., 1981; Woodman et al., 1982). However, very
little has been reported on how the physical setting may af-
fect these relationships in offices. Additionally, there is no
systematic study of the relationships between organizational
and group characters and individual’s demands for privacy
in office settings. For example, we do not know for sure if a
person’s sense of privacy will be affected by the degree of
friendliness of an office environment even when the physi-
cal setting remains unchanged. There is also a lack of study
on the effects of adaptive skills on privacy in office settings.
The complex relationship between privacy preference and
expectation on office performance and outcomes has also
not been reported in the literature. However, several stud-
ies look at the relationships between privacy and individual
performance and outcomes in offices and workplaces. The
findings of some of these studies are given below:

1) People generally show a greater degree of satisfaction
as the amount of privacy increases in offices, and loss of
privacy results in decreased opportunities for feedback
and friendship formation and an overall decline in job
satisfaction (Becker et al., 1983; Block & Stokes, 1989;
Brennan et al., 2002; Ferguson, 1983; Oldham, 1988;
Sundstrom & Sundstrom, 1986; Sundstrom et al., 1980;
Wineman, 1982, 1986). However, privacy may also
detract from performance by shielding people from the
motivating effects of social facilitation or visibility to
co-workers (Geen & Gange, 1977; Knowles, 1983).

2) Privacy influences the relationship between task com-
plexity and individual satisfaction. For example, people
working on more complex tasks are generally more
satisfied in private offices than in non-private ones, and
more distractions are reported in the non-private offices
for those working on complex tasks than for those work-
ing on simple tasks (Block & Stokes, 1989). However,
the effects of privacy on the relationship between task
complexity and individual performance are not very
clear. More controlled studies are necessary on the sub-

10)



ject matter (Sundstrom et al., 1980).

3) Anincreased sense of enclosure and visual privacy may
reduce the pressure on individuals to maintain appear-
ance and change work habits (Brookes & Kaplan, 1972;
Louis Harris & Associates, 1978), and when an office
has fewer barriers (walls or partitions), withdrawal rates
are higher (Oldham & Fried, 1987).

4) In contrast to a theory of adaptation that suggests that
any influence of the physical environment, which might
include the level of architectural privacy, would be
short-lived because of adaptation (Sundstrom, 1986),
studies show that the relationship between privacy and
job-satisfaction is long-lived (DuVall-Early & Benedict,
1992).

5) Noise hinders the performance of complex tasks more
than it hinders the performance of simple tasks (e.g.,
Nagar & Pandey, 1987), and when one of several tasks
is more important, noise tends to increase the effort ex-
pended on less important tasks (e.g., Broadbent, 1979).
The effects of noise on performance also depend on sex,
age, and personality (Baker et al. 1984; Bhatia et al.,
1991; Eysenck & Graydon, 1989; Gulian & Thomas,
1986; Jennings et al., 1988; Jennings et al., 1989; Lahtela
etal., 1986; Matthews, 1985; Mehrabian, 1977; Standing
etal., 1990; Veitch, 1990). However, any effect of noise
on performance should be interpreted with care in the
context of privacy, because noise may not always lead
to a lack of acoustic privacy.

Territoriality

Territory is usually understood as a physical and
bounded space, but it often extends to the abstract domains
of ideas in the case of humans. Though defense is the key
element of territoriality, it is possible that some territories
are never challenged; and even when the rights to a territory
is challenged, the response of a person or group may vary
depending on its degree of association with the territory. Ac-
cording to Knapp (1978) whether and how much a territory
holder responds to infringement depend on the intruder, the
reason for intrusion, the type, method, and context of intru-
sion, and the type of territory being invaded. Defense can be
preventive, which include different physical features (e.g.,
spatial markers and surveillance) and symbolic barriers (e.g.,
personalization); it can be a reaction (e.qg., forcefully pulling
out the intruder from a territory); or it can be in the form of
a boundary that can be social-ritualistic or simply physical
to separate wanted visitors from unwanted ones.

It is likely that infringement of offices occur mostly in
the form of violation of visual and acoustical privacy. Much
work on infringement in offices is devoted to this issue only
(see the section on privacy). In contrast, very little research
is reported on any other issues of territoriality related to
invasion, violation and contamination in offices. Davis and
Altman (1976) provide a territorial typology for offices that
include public, general, group, and individual territories. Ac-
cording to these authors, when at work individuals conform
to the rules and norms of territoriality, and adopt appropriate
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territorial behavior if they can identify the signs and symbols

of territoriality. On territoriality in offices, the important re-

search findings presented in office literature are as follows:

1) Spatial demarcation and adornment are a process of
maintaining territoriality in office settings. A worker may
define personal territory with objects and furnishing if
existing enclosure and furnishings do not define it suf-
ficiently (Becker & Mayo, 1971; Becker, 1973; Becker
& Coniglio, 1975).

2) Personalization in workplace may be indicative of the
degree of territorial control an individual has over her
workspace (Sundstrom & Sundstrom, 1986). The struc-
ture of territorial partitions and the size of a territory may
be indicative of the amount of control an individual have
within it (Sebba & Churchman, 1983).

3) Negative reactions to potential territorial invasions can
be predicted by the degree to which a worker resists
permanent workspace changes and the extent to which
a worker shares her workspace with others (Bordens &
Wollman, 1985; Wollman et al., 1994).

4) One’s sense of control over the physical environment
and others’ behavior may be related to one’s sense of
territoriality in workplace (Wollman et al., 1994).
Personal factors, such as sex, personality and intel-

ligence, and competence (physical and mental) may have

effects on one’s perception of territoriality (Baum & Koman,

1976; Haber, 1980; Kinney et al., 1987; Mercer & Benjamin,

1980; Smith, 1981). However, only few of these studies

have looked at territorial behavior in offices (for review, see

Sundstrom, 1986 & 1987). In at least one study of the effects

of personal factors on territoriality in offices, it is shown that

one’s negative reactions to potential workspace invasion may
be related to one’s sensitivity to personal space and the degree
to which one minded taking directions about her job from
someone other than a supervisor (Wollman et al. 1994). Social
climate, class, status, competition of resources, ownership,

and event/task may also affect territoriality (Cashdan, 1983;

Greenbaum & Greenbaum, 1981; Ruback et al., 1989; Ruback

& Snow, 1993; Taylor et al. 1981). Again, none of these stud-

ies looks at the effects of these social factors on territoriality

in office setting. Territoriality across cultures is different in
some ways but is similar in other ways (Edney & Jordan-

Edney, 1974; Greenbaum & Greenbaum, 1981; Smith, 1981;

Worchel & Lollis, 1982). Though the empirical evidence for

a cross-cultural comparison of territoriality in offices is mea-

ger, many cultural observers have noted significant national

variations. For example, on average American office appear
to be more physically subdivided than Japanese offices. At

Mitsubishi’s Japanese headquarters, even the chairperson of

the board sits at an open desk on a large office floor (Yoshino

& Lifson, 1986). Scuri (1990) notes that shared offices are

more common in Italy than in the United States.

Regarding its relations to other psychosocial constructs,
territoriality helps to increase options and maximize freedom
of choice (Altman, 1976). It also enhances one’s sense of
control over the environment and visitor’s behavior (Altman,
1975; Edney, 1976). Territoriality is related to social interac-



tion and group identity (Greenbaum & Greenbaum, 1981). It
is also related to privacy, since privacy affects the perception
of territorial control (Altman, 1975 & 1976; Altman & Chem-
ers, 1980; Marcus & Sarkissian, 1986). Additionally, being
able to personalize one’s territory has positive side effects
(Holahan, 1976; Vinsel et al., 1980). Sometimes infringement
by the right person can have positive consequences (Jason
etal., 1981). However, little of the reported study is on ter-
ritoriality in office settings.

Though outcomes of territoriality are not well researched
in office literature, territoriality may serve to organize office
behavior and reduce conflicts. When an individual or a group
controls a setting, many aspects of behavior become ordered,
including choice of activities and access to resources. Territo-
riality may also benefit office organizations by geographically
fixing individuals. As a result, organizations are better off
in terms of time and effort spent in communication because
individuals are found at places where they are expected
most. Small groups may benefit because territoriality seems
to generate expectations about how visitors and hosts should
behave. Individuals may benefit because they control social
and resource management aspects of the territory, and hence
are better able to plan and anticipate future events. Territo-
riality also provides individuals with the reliable access to
needed contacts.

Control and Supervision
Control is direct or indirect influence by an indi-
vidual or a group over the resources of other individuals or
groups including their space, ideas, and pace and content
of work. Supervision, on the other hand, is direct control
in the form of critical watching and directing. Typically, in
organizational settings supervision is the activity carried out
by supervisors to oversee the productivity and progress of
employees who report directly to them. In offices, control is
often related to the sources of interference and stimulation.
Interference problems allow our concentration to be inter-
rupted without our being able to control the time and nature
of interruption. On the other hand, over- and under-stimula-
tion may reduce our ability to work and think effectively.
Most organizations use territoriality, privacy, status markers
and symbols for controlling the sources of interference and
stimulation. As a result, most findings related to control are
reported in studies related to these other issues. In amore lim-
ited instrumental sense, control is synonymous with “physical
control” that describes the adjustability of different physical
and environmental systems, such as furnishings, HVAC, and
lighting in a setting (Brill et al., 1984-1985; O’Neill, 1994;
Paciuk, 1990). There are two ways to exert physical control in
workspaces — directly by altering environmental settings such
as switching lights on and off, opening or closing doors and
windows, and changing workspace furnishings; and indirectly
by leaving a less desirable workspace for a more desirable
one. The physical control of a setting is therefore dependent
upon the availability of and ability to use alternative settings
and mechanism of control in the setting.
Some important findings on the relationships between
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the physical setting and control are as follows:

1) People prefer to have control over the physical aspects
of their workspaces not only because control augments
a sense of status, but also because it comes with a sense
of personal freedom (Becker, 1981; Justa & Golan,
1977).

2) Those who most mind potential invasion of their work-
space are employees who most mind taking directions
from others who are not their supervisors (Wollman et
al., 1994).

3) One’s sense of control over the environment and others’
behavior may be related to one’s sense of territoriality
in workplace (Wollman et al., 1994).

4) An individual’s degree of control within an area can
be influenced by the nature of the individual’s relation-
ship to the area, the physical characteristics of the area
(e.g., the location and orientation of the desk), and the
individual’s status in the social environment (Davis,
1984; Sebba & Churchman, 1983).

5) For group work, control established by physical enclo-
sure may facilitate the development of group cohesion
(Sundstrom, 1986).

6) In restrictive environments, the extent to which spatial
behaviors fail to correlate to the degree of interconnect-
edness of spaces may be a function of control (Peatross,
1997).

Regarding supervision, the effects of prison layouts on
the effectiveness of supervision through surveillance, sepa-
ration and isolation have been well studied by architectural
and cultural historians (e.g., Evans, 1982; Foucault, 1979;
Goffman, 1961; Markus, 1993, 1982; Rothman, 1980), but
supervision as a direct form of control still needs acknowl-
edgement in office literature. For example, the physical
disposition of work may often be organized around the
visibility and accessibility of workers in order to facilitate
supervision. On this point, the workspace may resemble the
panoptic space, even if it may not explicitly use the panoptic
system as a model.

A lack of control over the immediate environment can
be an important source of psychological and physiological
strain in workplaces (Caplan et al. 1975; French & Caplan,
1970; Evans & Jacobs, 1982; Marans & Spreckelmeyer,
1982). If individuals believe that they have control over the
environment of their workspace, their satisfaction with the
environment is greater (e.g., Glass & Singer, 1972; Paciuk,
1990). The findings of lower worker satisfaction in open of-
fices are often due to a perceived lack of control over input to
and from the environment (McCarrey et al., 1974). The ability
to control communication is also a critical variable mediating
the negative effects of reduced privacy and crowding (Alt-
man, 1975; Loo, 1973; Archea, 1977). Additionally, control
over the controls of the physical environmental systems is
also related to employee heath outcomes (Sterling, 1986).
Studies show that individuals like control but do not like the
responsibility that comes with control (Nelson et al., 1984,
\Veitch & Gifford, 1996; Weiss, 1972). We do not know yet
if the effects of a physical setting on control and supervision



depend on the nature of an organization. For example, in
some organizations, an open plan setting may be used as an
opportunity to build new relations and contacts, and to open
up the organization to the users; while in others, the same may
be used to establish control and supervision. Openness in the
latter cases may result in tensions and attrition of relations. We
also do not know if the effects of a physical setting on control
and supervision depend on personal, social and cultural fac-
tors in office settings. In addition, there is no controlled study
on workers’ reaction to supervision in terms of behavioral
processes and adaptive skills in office settings. Nor is there a
study reporting the effects of supervision on office outcomes
at the individual, group and organizational levels.

DISCUSSION

We reviewed a mixture of old and new research
literature on offices focusing on a set of psychosocial con-
structs. More than 200 articles, book chapters, and books
reporting rigorous research directly or indirectly related to
the topics of the paper were included in the review. Out of
which, only 3% was published in the 1950s; 6% in the 1960s;
36% in the 1970s; 36% in the 1980s; 16% in the 1990s; and
the remaining 3% was published in the 2000s (Figure 2). Of
course, they represent a small segment of all publications on
offices. However, it is interesting to note that during the 1970s
and 1980s the amount of office literature published on the
psychosocial constructs under investigation was at the peak.
In the 1990s and 2000s, out of many publications on offices,
only some were related to these psychosocial constructs.

Several review articles on office and/or workplace
research have been written during last one or two decades.
For example, Walden (2004) presents a historical perspec-
tive and some recent studies on work environments. He also
summarizes the general models provided by Sundstrom
(1987) and Gifford (1997, 2002), and provides his own model
describing the environment-behavior relations in workplaces.
However, Walden does not focus on the rigorous empirical
studies related to any psychosocial construct. McCoy (2002)
emphasizes recent empirical findings on the relationships
between the physical environment and the health, safety, and
behavior of workers. Gifford (1997, 2002) reviews literature
on the complex relationships between the physical environ-
ment (acoustics, indoor climate, air quality, light, color, space
density and arrangements, etc.) and performance, feelings,
social behavior, health and stress at work. Oldham et al.
(1995) examine the effects of several characteristics of an
organization’s spatial configuration (i.e., distance between
workstations, number of workstation boundaries, spatial
density, and openness) on employees’ work-related behaviors
and attitudes (e.g., performance, attendance, and satisfaction).
They also propose a “social interference” framework that
is intended to explain the effects of these characteristics on
employees. Sundstrom (1987) discusses the empirical find-
ings on the physical environment in offices and factories at
three levels of analysis - individual, interpersonal, and orga-
nizational. Wineman (1982) and Mittleman (1996) review
physical comfort and task instrumentality, privacy and social
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Figure 2: Total number of reviewed articles published in each
decade since the 1950s

interaction, and symbolic identification focusing on physical
environmental factors that influence worker satisfaction and
job performance.

Unlike any of the previous reviews, the methodol-
ogy of this review is innovative for it is organized around a
set psychosocial constructs. Various aspects of the physical
environment, behavioral processes, and performance out-
comes are included in the review because of their links to
these constructs. More importantly, the review methodology
follows a top-down process, where a conceptual framework
is defined first, and then the research articles are reviewed
to find out where and how they fit in the framework. This
process also helps us to find out what is missing in the re-
search literature. The conceptual framework presupposes that
each office organization has certain needs for a psychosocial
construct and expects that the design of its physical setting
would meet these needs. However, for several reasons, the
design of the setting may fail to meet these needs. First, the
design itself may have unforeseen effects on users’ percep-
tion of a psychosocial construct. Second, different behavioral
processes may affect users’ perception of a psychosocial in
different ways than expected. Third, each behavioral entity
may react differently due to its adaptive skills even when the
behavioral processes involved and the physical setting within
which the reaction occurs remain constant. As a result, the
expected and perceived levels of a construct may become
non-congruent affecting outcomes at various levels of an of-
fice organization. According to this framework, any complete
understanding of a psychosocial construct and its effects on
outcomes may then depend on our ability to describe 1) the
relationships of different organizational features such as
people, function, structure, and rules and regulations to a
psychosocial construct; 2) the relationships of the physical
setting to a psychosocial construct; 3) the effects of behav-
ioral processes and adaptive skills on the perception of a
psychosocial construct; and 4) the effects of any no-congruent
construct on office performance and outcomes.
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Figure 3: Number of reviewed articles on each psychosocial
construct published in each decade since the 1950s

According to our review, no single research program
investigates every conceptual relationship described in the
framework. Of all the relationships, the ones between orga-
nizational attributes and a psychosocial construct are least
studied (i.e., the pre-design phase in figure 1). The importance
of these relationships cannot be underestimated because
they often form the basis for office design. Our review also
shows that there are many research studies on the relation-
ships between the physical setting and the psychosocial
constructs (i.e., the occupancy phase in figure 1), but the
research literature on the psychosocial constructs is uneven.
Of the constructs investigated here, face-to-face communica-
tion and interaction are the most studied ones; and control
and supervision are the least studied ones (Figure 3). As we
have suggested earlier, control and supervision are studied
less frequently because in most organizations mechanisms
of control include territoriality, privacy, status symbols, etc.,
and most studies related to control are reported in studies
related to these other psychosocial constructs. However, quite
a few studies report control as a function of adjustability of
different physical and environmental systems instead of a
psychosocial construct.

In general, the review suggests the even though it
is intuitively clear that individuals, groups and organizations
may react differently when their needs of a psychosocial
construct are not met, the direct and indirect effects of
different behavioral processes and adaptive skills of these
entities in relation to a psychosocial construct in office
settings are less studied. The review also suggests that psy-
chosocial constructs such as face-to-face communication,
interaction, control, supervision, territoriality, and privacy
are often complex, multidimensional and interrelated. Most
empirical studies provide no rigorous analytic definition of
a psychosocial construct. Instead, they treat a construct as a
synthetic and relatively enduring quality of the internal of-
fice environment. Most empirical studies also lack rigorous
experimental controls. As a result, they rarely explain any
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causal relationships between a psychosocial construct and
office settings. The primary methods for studying a construct
so far have been field studies and experiments, surveys and
interviews, and naturalistic behavior observations. More
often, researchers have examined correlations between a
construct and other behavioral and environmental variables;
have asked for self-reports on issues related to the constructs;
and/or have observed how individuals or groups respond to
different constructs in different settings. Suitability of any one
method over the others has often depended on the particular
research question. For example, if the question was related
to environmental behavior, naturalistic observation was often
preferred to a questionnaire survey. However, if the question
was related to environmental perception, a questionnaire
survey was preferred.

Finally, the literature review reveals that office
researchers put a great emphasis on the differences between
the expected and perceived levels of a psychosocial construct
in dealing with performance issues of offices. However, the
measurement of a psychosocial construct and its impacts
on performance remain unresolved. That is because, in any
ordinary complex behavioral setting, there can be any number
of variables related to a psychosocial construct. Thus, an as-
sessment of a construct using discrete variables may always
be incomplete, if not erroneous. In addition, the variables of
a psychosocial construct used in the reported literature are
often subjective, and there is no good evidence that these
variables are consciously known by the individual involved
or can be objectively reported by her. Furthermore, these
variables are often embedded in a complex of personal, social,
and cultural phenomena. Statistical and factorial approaches
to the analysis of the variables of a psychosocial construct
have provided some realistic results in recent years. However,
a lot more needs to be done before we are able to measure
objectively a psychosocial construct, and to study its effects
on office performance and outcomes empirically.
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