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Why Commercial Real Estate Must Reconnect Humans to Nature - and to Each Other

The Biophilic Imperative
Science, Economics, and Competitive Necessity of Biophilic Design

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Executive Summary
The Crisis: $300 Billion and Counting
For 250,000 years, every human who ever lived spent their days immersed in nature. Our neurology, psychology, and physiology evolved 
in constant dialogue with living systems. Then, in an evolutionary instant, we moved indoors. Today, people in developed nations spend 
more than 90% of their time inside buildings¹ - surrounded by hard surfaces, filtered air, and synthetic materials. Our biology has not 
caught up.

This disconnection is costing us. Job stress costs American companies more than $300 billion per year in health costs, absenteeism, 
and poor performance³ - roughly equal to the GDP of Finland. More than 120,000 deaths per year are linked to workplace stress. And the 
crisis extends beyond stress: only one in six people feels highly connected at work in a human sense, with on-site workers feeling the 
least connected despite being together daily.5 Workplace loneliness costs $154 billion annually in stress-related absenteeism alone.9

For commercial real estate, these crises converge into an existential challenge. Corporate tenants no longer ask only “How much
per square foot?” but “Will our people thrive here? Will this space help us attract and retain talent?”

The ROI: Overwhelming
In a typical workplace, people costs are 100 times greater than energy costs (JLL 3-30-300 framework).²8 We have spent decades 
optimizing energy efficiency - valuable, but addressing only the smaller variable by a factor of 100 to 1. For a 1,000-employee building at 
$70,000 average salary:

Biophilic implementation costs of $150,000–$1.2M yield payback in under six months. When combined with indoor air quality 
optimization, total potential value creation from productivity alone approaches $28M annually.²¹ Add rent premiums, property value 
appreciation, and enhanced connection metrics - the business case becomes overwhelming.

The Solution: Biophilic Design as Neuroscience
Biophilic design systematically connects building occupants to nature through architecture and interior design. It is not decoration - it is
applied neuroscience operating through four proven pathways:

Stress Reduction: 21.3% cortisol reduction per hour of nature exposure (University of Michigan)¹4
Autonomic Regulation: Suppressed fight-or-flight response; lower blood pressure and increased calm (Journal of Physiological  
                                          Anthropology)¹5
Cognitive Restoration: Natural patterns restore directed attention, maintaining peak cognitive capacity throughout the workday¹6
Social Facilitation: Nature elements reduce stress barriers to interaction, functioning as social catalysts that foster connection and     
                                  belonging¹7,¹8,¹9.

Documented Outcomes:
Peer-reviewed research from Harvard, Stanford, MIT, University of Exeter, University of Michigan, and other leading institutions 
documents measurable results:
15% productivity increase with plants present20
7.4% revenue growth premium for connected companies5
15% decrease in absenteeism with nature integration22
5–12% rent premiums for biophilic buildings27
50% lower employee turnover through belonging13
10% property value increases near biophilic infrastructure26
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Executive Summary
Implementation Quality: The Critical Distinction
Documented benefits share one critical dependency: implementation quality. Not all biophilic strategies deliver comparable outcomes. 
The specification decision determines whether buildings capture measurable ROI or create expensive remediation problems.

Third-Party Testing: Non-Negotiable
Because the preserved garden market is relatively new to U.S. commercial interior design, industry standards are not yet established. 
This regulatory gap creates serious risk - allowing providers without proper materiality testing to compete on price alone, often at the 
expense of building occupant health and safety. Documented field failures include VOC emissions, hazardous chemical leaching, allergic 
reactions, persistent odors, and fire safety compliance failures.

Preserved biophilic installations for commercial interiors require comprehensive third-party verification including: ASTM E-84 Class A Fire
Rating for complete systems, published Environmental Product Declaration, Health Product Declaration (HPD v2.3), California 
Department of Public Health VOC compliance, 100% Bio-Based Test Results per ASTM 6866, Red List Free certification, Declare Label 
and material health transparency documentation.

The Competitive Imperative
The commercial real estate market is diverging. Buildings designed merely to house workers are becoming commodities, competing 
solely on price. Buildings designed to enhance human performance and connection are strategic assets - commanding premiums, driving 
tenant loyalty, and enabling superior workforce outcomes.

The fundamental economics are compelling: when people costs represent 90% of total building expenses,4 investments improving 
human performance by even modest percentages generate returns many times greater than implementation costs. Beyond ROI lies 
something more fundamental - creating buildings that honor 250,000 years of evolution, bridging the great disconnect between humans 
and nature, and recently; increasingly humans within each other.

About Garden on the Wall®
Garden on the Wall® is the pioneer and leader in preserved garden, moss wall, planter insert, and preserved draping foliage installations 
for commercial interiors - trusted by Google, Microsoft, Amazon, Mayo Clinic, Memorial Sloan Kettering, Hilton, Marriott, and hundreds of
others. With 1,900+ installations, 460+ award-winning projects, and 186,000+ square feet installed, Garden on the Wall® is the only 
preserved garden provider in the world with a published EPD (Environmental Product Declaration) with complete life-cycle environmental 
impact data, as of February 2026.

The great disconnect created the crisis. Evidence-based design solves it. Market leadership belongs to those 
who act on that evidence now.

Download the full white paper with complete research citations, detailed ROI calculations, and implementation guidance at 
gardenonthewall.com.

Interactive ROI Calculator: resources.gardenonthewall.com/Biophilic_ROI_Calculator

Superscript numbers reference citations in the full white paper. Findings synthesized from peer-reviewed academic research and 
authoritative institutional studies including Harvard, Stanford, MIT, University of Exeter, University of Michigan, Gensler, Accenture, and 
others. Complete citations provided in the full publication.

Faux Plants Living Walls Preserved Gardens

Biophilic Benefits None²9 Authentic Authentic

IEQ Impact Harmful (VOCs) HVAC burden No Impact

Maintenance Dust accumulation,
constant cleaning

$90K-$120K/yr Zero

Lifecycle 6-8 years Variable 20+ years

Operational Risk Air quality harm Water/ pest/ HVAC None

Total Cost of Ownership Lowest upfront,
highest long-term

Highest overall Lowest overall

7-year 
Warranty
Healthcare-grade 
materiality

$20+ year 
Lifecycle
Lowest total cost 
of ownership

Complete 
Verification
Third-party tested & 
certified

Zero
Maitenance
No Water, light, or 
care required


