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Abstract:

Buildings account for 39 per cent of the global greenhouse gas emissions, therefore the way buildings are

constructed and utilized plays an important role in the transition to a sustainable future. Environmental

Certification Systems (ECS) functions as a catalysator for sustainable solutions within the building industry and

is seen as a hygiene factor for property owners today. The market offers numerous environmental certifications

for buildings to choose from, and Swedish property owners are frequently users of them. However, most of the

environmental certification systems does not cover the social aspects of sustainability that directly include

human health and wellbeing in the building. This has led to the creation of the sustainability certification WELL

Building Standard – a global certification system for buildings that exclusively addresses the users in the

building, in terms of health and wellbeing. There are currently 298 WELL-certified projects around the world,

and in Sweden there are six property companies that have registered different project for the certification. Due to

the Swedish property owners’ relatively modest efforts regarding the social sustainability work, this paper

explores what the drivers is for these six companies into working with a WELL-certification. By exploring that,

this study aims to contribute to the understanding on what can drive the willingness of corporations to invest in

sustainability certifications in general, and in what ways a WELL-certification can fill a potential gap in the

Swedish property market. The findings reveal that a WELL-certification has a unique selling point due to its

human-centred approach. It can be a beneficial tool, both for property companies, who may attract new clients,

as well as for the tenants that are renting their space, in terms of increasing their own employer brand and

corporate reputation. According to Herzberg’s two-factor theory, this human centred approach can be used as

motivation factor for the property owners, rather than a hygiene factor. The findings also reveal that there is a

need in society for addressing health issues, due to the increasing numbers of sick leave in Sweden the past

years. Furthermore, the study reveals that there have been a “competence gap” in the built environment for

addressing this kind of issues and that a WELL-certification is therefore helpful in addressing areas of the built

environment that the property owners never have thought of before.
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Summary:

Over 50 per cent of the world’s population is living in urban settlements today, making the urban environment

the most significant human environment today. Buildings are the key components of the urban environments and

account for 39 per cent of the global greenhouse gas emissions, therefore playing an important role in the

transition to a sustainable future. The built environment is also where we spend most of our time, and research

shows that the way buildings are constructed and designed can also have a significant impact on our health and

wellbeing. Environmental Certification Systems (ECS) works as a catalyst for sustainable solutions within the

construction industry, and today there are numerous environmental certifications for buildings, many of which

are frequently used by the construction sector in Sweden. However, most of the environmental certification

systems do not cover the social aspects of sustainability such as parameters that directly address the human in the

building. This have led to the creation of the WELL Building Standard certification. WELL Building Standard is

a global certification system for buildings that addresses exclusively the health and wellbeing of users in the

building. There are currently 298 WELL-certified projects around the world, and in Sweden there are six

property companies that have registered different project for the certification. Due to the Swedish property

owners’ relatively modest efforts regarding the social sustainability work, it has been worth investigating what

drives these specific six companies into working with a WELL-certification. By exploring that, this study aims

to contribute to the understanding of what can drive the willingness of corporations to invest in sustainability

certifications in general, and in what ways a WELL-certification can fill a potential gap in the Swedish property

market. The findings reveal that a WELL-certification has a unique selling point due to its human-centred

approach, which can be used as a beneficial tool for both property companies to attract new clients, as well as for

tenants to enhance their employer brand and corporate reputation.

The findings are also indicating that a “competence gap” has been existing in the building industry, and WELL

has been helpful in addressing areas of the built environment that the property owners have never thought of

before.
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1. Introduction  
 

Today, over 50 per cent of the world’s population lives in urban settlements. By year 2050 it is 

estimated that nearly 70 per cent of the world’s population will live in cities, which makes the urban 

environment the most significant human environment (UN, 2018). 

Buildings are a key component of cities and play an important role in sustainable development (UN 

Environment, n.d.). Property owners and construction companies are using environmental 

certifications as one way of contributing to a more sustainable built environment. Environmental 

certification systems (ECS) can be seen as a catalyst for sustainable solutions within the construction 

industry, and a certification can affect the whole development due to the usually high requirements on 

the design, construction and the maintenance of a building (Heinecke & Olsson, 2012). The market 

offers numerous environmental certifications today that are frequently used by the sector, so called 

green buildings and over the past ten years there has been a steady increase in environmental 

certifications in small-scale settings, (e.g. office buildings, shopping malls, hospitals, houses). In times 

when there is much pressure on companies to be sustainable, a certification can be one way of 

showing environmental responsibility. The most common environmental certifications that companies 

use in Sweden today are LEED, BREEAM and Miljöbyggnad. These certification systems cover 

parameters such as energy efficiency, air quality, water, thermal comfort, ecosystem management, 

access to daylight, acoustics, and reducing the climate impact of building materials. A certified 

building is not only contributing to reducing climate impact, it has also been indicated that property 

owners and developers benefit from it, from reduced utility costs, increased energy savings, higher 

rents due to higher demand, as well as higher market value (GSA, 2008). With both clear economic 

and environmental gains, these certification systems are seen as a good contribution to sustainable 

development and the UN 2030 agenda (UN, n.d.). However, what is usually missing in the 

environmental certification systems is the emphasis on social sustainability. Social sustainability can 

be translated into the need of meeting human wellbeing and is seen as an essential part in achieving 

both environmental as well as economical sustainability (Rogers et.al. 2012). We spend approximately 

90 per cent of our time inside buildings, and research shows that the way buildings are designed and 

constructed can have a significant impact on our health and wellbeing (Höppe & Martinac, 1998). 

Although the environmental certification systems cover some aspects of how the indoor environment 

influences us, many more parameters are still missing.    

 

Numerous studies have pointed towards the relationship between buildings and public health (Perdue 

et al., 2003). Obesity, cardiovascular disease, asthma and mental illness can all be connected to the 

built environment. For example, it has been shown that hospitals investing in better lightning, 

ventilation, and design can reduce stress and improve the general health of patients and staff (Younger 

et al., 2008). Daylight and acoustics in a building, as well as access to nature, can improve a person’s 

wellbeing significantly. A study by Angela Loder found that viewing a green roof at work can lead to 

a 50 per cent increase in concentration, calmness, abilities in problem-solving, and positivity (Blinch, 

2014). Buildings can influence the overall health and wellbeing of its users in many ways, and in this 

case with environmental certifications, for instance, it is shown that if office buildings are designed to 

put the human wellbeing and health in the centre, it could lead to increasing employee productivity 

and reducing absenteeism (Blinch, 2014).   

 

1.1 The Swedish context 
 

One of the main challenges in the Swedish public health sector is the decrease in mental health. A 

public health survey from the Public Health Agency of Sweden shows that “impaired mental 

wellbeing” have increased from 14 per cent in 2014 to 17 per cent in 2018 (Public Health Agency of 

Sweden, n.d.). This means every sixth person of the Swedish population is in some way experiencing 

diminished wellbeing, such as different forms of mental disorder (Rogers et al., 2012).  According to 

the Swedish Social Insurance Agency, the most common mental disorders in Sweden is stress related, 

a growing issue in Sweden since 2010 (Lidwall & Olsson-Bohlin, 2016). Stress related disorders are in 

many aspects connected to the workplace, meaning the work environment can play a significant role in 
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mitigating our mental health. As we spend most of our time indoors, our work environment along with 

the interior design of our workplace are essential to our health and wellbeing (Hancock, 2002; 

National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, 2019). 

 

The debate regarding sustainability in the built environment in Sweden have historically focused very 

much on hard values, such as efficient use of building materials and reducing energy consumption and 

these perspectives are still dominating the debate. Today, environmental certification is standard for 

most of the property owners and it is seen as a hygiene factor in buildings. However, as the awareness 

of the benefits of investing in social sustainability in the built environment is growing, so is the 

interest in certification systems that exclusively measures social features of sustainability in buildings 

as well. Today there are two certification systems for buildings, Well Buildings Standard and Fitwel 

(both American), that focus exclusively on the social aspects of sustainability and the health and 

wellbeing of occupants. While Fitwel has a significant market on the North American continent, 

WELL has gained more popularity worldwide and already has around 298 certified projects around the 

world. Due to the dominating environmental focus in the building sector, neither of these two 

certification systems is particularly standard in Sweden yet compared to the environmental 

certifications. However, the WELL Building Standard has shown to be most interested by Swedish 

property owners and developers. There are currently ten Swedish projects registered online for the 

Well Buildings Standard certification system by six different property companies, all of the projects 

are office buildings – by which one project is until now, certified.   

 

In light of this, this research is interested in revealing what drives the building sector in Sweden into 

investing in a WELL-certification, which further leads to the exploration of how this kind of 

certification can help to increase the interest of implementing social sustainability dimensions as well 

as incorporating the human health and wellbeing in the built environment in Sweden.   

 

1.2 Aim, objective and research question 
 

The aim with this thesis is to find out what the driving forces are behind the decision of commercial 

property companies to invest in a sustainability certification that solely focuses on the social aspect of 

sustainability in Swedish office buildings. By exploring this, the study will help to increase the 

understanding of how social sustainability dimensions such as human health and wellbeing can be 

implemented and incorporated in the built environment in Sweden.  

 

Research question: What are the incentives for commercial property owners in Sweden to invest in 

the certification Well Buildings Standard for office buildings?  

 

By extension the wider objective is to achieve a deeper knowledge and understanding on how the 

building industry in Sweden can contribute to improve the wellbeing of humans working in office 

buildings and to explore in what ways a WELL-certification can fill a potential gap in the Swedish 

market. Furthermore, the study aims to get an insight on what drivers are behind the willingness of 

corporations to invest in sustainability certifications in general. By exploring the drivers behind a 

certain certification, this study aims to shed some light on how property owners experience the choice 

between choosing various sustainability certifications for buildings.  

 

1.3 Delimitations 
 

Since the interest in the WELL Building standard is more prominent than for Fitwel in Sweden for the 

moment, this thesis will only focus on the WELL system. I will also solely focus on interviewing the 

property owners that already have registered their projects in the WELL online tool, since these are 

companies that are familiar with the system already. Since all the projects registered concern office 

buildings, I will only focus on these particular buildings, however the specific projects of each 

company will not be presented. This thesis will also give an overview of WELL Building Standard 
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and will briefly present the ten concepts that are included in the standard; however, the overview will 

not go in thoroughly into the details of the 93 features within all concepts.  

 

2. The Certification: WELL Building Standard 
 

The International WELL Building Institute (IWBI) has created a holistic approach to health and well-

being in the built environment, addressing behaviour, operations and design, in a building. IWBI is an 

American public benefit corporation whose mission is to improve human health and wellbeing through 

the built environment, and their work in this area has resulted in the creation of The WELL Building 

Standard, which is a building certification that puts our wellbeing and health in the forefront. IWBI 

offers their clients the system WELL Building Standard, which is a performance-based system for 

measuring, certifying and monitoring features of the built environment that impacts our health and 

wellbeing. The standard is based on six years of research and has been developed through the 

integration of scientific and medical research as well as literature of the areas of environmental health, 

behavioural factors, health outcomes, and demographic risk factors that affect health in building 

design, construction and management (IWBI, n.d.). There are currently 298 WELL certified projects 

around the world and over 3900 registered projects in more than 60 countries. 

 

The certification is based on several concepts which aim to address not only the design and the 

operations of a building, but also how the building impacts and influences our behaviour in relation to 

health and wellbeing. Each concept consists of features specific health outcomes, within which are 

features of either preconditions or optimization. The preconditions are mandatory and define the 

fundamental components of the Building Standard and functions as a foundation of a “healthy 

building”. The first version was launched in 2014 and was based on the following concepts: 

 

Air is about optimizing indoor quality in the building. Strategies include removal of air borne 

contaminants as well as prevention and purification.  

 

Water is about improving the water quality, while also promoting accessibility. Strategic placement 

and removal of contaminants through filtration are examples of strategies included. 

 

Nourishment is a concept that focuses on the eating habits of its occupants with promotion of 

healthier food choices.  

 

Light focuses on the circadian rhythm of the body. Requirements for window performance and 

design, light output and lightning controls as well as “task-appropriate illumination levels that are 

included to improve energy, mood and productivity”.  

 

Fitness/Movement is about using the building design aiming to encourage physical activity through 

both technology and knowledge-based design. Requirements are designed to provide numerous 

opportunities for activity and exertion. 

 

Thermal Comfort is the concept of creating an indoor environment that is productive, soothing, and 

distraction free. Solutions include design standards and recommendations on thermal comfort, 

optimization of humidity levels, as well as policy implementation covering thermal parameters. 

 

Mind focuses on supporting mental health, providing the occupants with regular feedback and 

knowledge about their environment through design elements, relaxation spaces, and high development 

technology. 

 

The standard is continuously updated with latest research, and the second version of the certification 

was launched in 2018. The launch of the new standard has added three new concepts, which are:  
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Sound focuses exclusively on acoustical comfort parameters that impact occupant experience in the 

built environment.  

 

Materials aim to reduce human exposure to hazardous building material ingredients through the 

restriction and elimination of toxic compounds and products.  

 

Community is a new concept in the Standard with the aim to understand both building occupants’ 

health, and our wellbeing within a larger community. Access to essential health care and workplace 

health promotion are some of the features in this concept. In a workplace it is possible to promote and 

encourage healthy practices through policies and programs. The concept aims to encourage companies 

to foster civic engagement (IWBI, n.d.).   

 

3. Literature review 
 

This section presents a review of the background literature that is considered relevant for this study 

and its purpose, as well as previous research about this topic. Due to the emphasis on the social 

dimension of sustainability in this thesis, it is considered relevant to first find out how the concept of 

social sustainability is defined in the literature and in what way the definition is applied in this study. 

The second part of this section will present previous research on social sustainability and the built 

environment. 

 

3.1 Social sustainability – A definition 
 

The social dimension of sustainability is something that historically has been given little attention in 

the academic literature in the disciplines of the built environment (Larsen & Jensen, 2019). One reason 

for this is that the concept for social sustainability is difficult to define in general terms, due to its 

dynamic nature (Dempsey et al., 2009). Some researchers argue that the reason why social 

sustainability has not been given more attention in the sustainability debate is that much of the 

sustainability literature so far describes ecological sustainability as a primary goal, while social 

sustainability is rather seen as tools for achieving the ecological goal. According to this point of view, 

people are only important in the sense of being instrumental to achieve an ecologically sustainable 

society, but the people and social structures are not per se in focus (Åhman, 2013). There is an 

agreement in the scientific community that the definition of social sustainability remains unclear and 

there is an uncertainty about how it relates to both the other dimensions of sustainability as well as 

broader policy issues (Boström, 2012). The difficulty lies in the fact that they usually consist of words 

that are interpreted differently by different people in different disciplines. The most general definition 

of social sustainability is perhaps provided by Stephen McKenzie. In his paper Social Sustainability: 

Towards some definitions” (2004), he defines social sustainability as a life-enhancing condition within 

communities, and a process within communities that can achieve that condition. This is a definition 

that can be applied in many different disciplines, including the built environment. Nevertheless, the 

definition can be perceived as broad, and its content needs to be specified more deeply.  

 

Shirazi and Keivani (2017) have proposed a conceptualisation of social sustainability within the built 

environment, which consist of some common principles that define social sustainability. These 

principles are: equity; democracy, participation and civic society; social inclusion and mix; social 

networking and interaction livelihood and sense of place; safety and security; and our well-being and 

quality of life. Rogers et al. (2012) defines social sustainability as the dimension of sustainability that 

is about meeting the need of human wellbeing, which means providing material, social, and emotional 

needs as well as avoiding behaviour that will result in poor health, emotional distress, and conflicts. It 

also means we should not destroy the social structures, cultural values, knowledge systems and human 

diversity which are all important ingredients for a thriving community. The definition of wellbeing 

itself can be a tricky concept due to its multidimensional aspects, as it is both objective and subjective. 

The objective part covers the material wealth and physical health, while the subjective part is about 
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quality of life, social relationships, and mental health (Rogers et al., 2012). These principles all fit into 

Stephen McKenzie’s definition of social sustainability and what he calls a life-enhancing condition 

within communities as well as a process within communities to achieve that condition. When 

discussing social sustainability in this study, the main focus will be on the principles of human well-

being and quality of life, hence the study will not cover the other principles that are provided by 

Shirazi and Keivani. 

 

3.2 Social Sustainability and the Built Environment 
 

The research on social sustainability in the built environment has until recently been made essential on 

macro-scales of cities and regions, but the focus has shifted a little bit into micro scales of 

communities, neighbourhoods, and independent buildings (Shirazi & Keivani, 2017). Shirazi and 

Keivani highlight the relevance of social sustainability in all geographical and territorial spaces but 

emphasize that social sustainability is essentially a multidimensional cross-disciplinary concept with 

critical relationships with other aspects of the built environment. When looking at the research 

disciplines one can see there is a small shift from physical parameters to non-physical parameters 

when investigating social sustainability in the built environment. Soft indicators such as sense of 

place, feeling of safety, and wellbeing, are starting to become more popular as study objects instead of 

hard indicators and physical aspects such as access to facilities or urban amenities. Shiraz and Keivani 

emphasize that this shift means we will have to underline the “relational” nature of social 

sustainability indicators, and we have to question the generic relevance to different socio-cultural and 

spatial contexts as well. For instance, satisfaction with home has different meanings in different 

sociocultural contexts; an acceptable living condition in one country can be unacceptable in another 

country. Hence, the results from social sustainability research in the built environment becomes 

relational and makes it difficult to generalize unconditionally. In other words, soft indicators of non-

physical nature, such as sense of place or wellbeing, are perception based and existential. They need to 

be analysed from a place-specific and sociocultural context (Shirazi & Keivani, 2017). 

 

From a business perspective there are many companies that have adopted a so-called “triple bottom 

line” approach, where they assess their sustainability work according to the principle - people, planet, 

profit. The critique against the concept of “triple bottom line” is that social sustainability appears to be 

more subjective, soft, less scientific, more ideological, and local in contrast to global, which in many 

instances puts it in a disadvantageous position relative to both the economic and environmental 

dimensions (Boström, 2012). However, there are a number of other scholars arguing that the different 

pillars of sustainability can be seen as interrelated, as an independent dimension, or as equally 

important goals. To solve only ecological problems would not result in a sustainable society, because 

we would still have social injustice, and other eroding dynamics which would threaten society’s long-

term survival (Campbell, 1996). Thus, social sustainability can be both a goal in itself and an 

instrument to reach ecological sustainability.  

 

Nowadays some of these concepts of social sustainability in the built environment are implemented in 

different ways by construction companies and property owners in Sweden. The health and safety 

aspect are something that large construction companies are working a lot with. The global company 

Skanska is one example of this. In the Health and Safety Policy by Skanska Sweden, one can read that 

they have formulated a zero-accident vision to achieve an injury-free and health promoting workplace. 

The commitment to a zero-accident vision is a management responsibility in the company, and their 

slogan “we work safely or not at all” means that every employee takes responsibility for safety at 

every step (Skanska, 2019).  

 

Another example of integrating dimension and the environment is the ecovillages in Denmark, where 

relationships between the environment and social aspects in the form of community building, local 

empowerment, and shared facilities are integrated. Integration between these two dimensions is 

unusual when it comes to the new wave of sustainable and green buildings, which normally relies 

exclusively on environmental dimensions (Jensen, et al., 2012). 
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3.3 Health and Wellbeing and the Built Environment  
 

Previous research about health and wellbeing connected to the build environment has, amongst others, 

involved topics such as green spaces in urban environments where the health benefits of urban nature 

and biodiversity have been discussed. The authors of the article Biodiversity and Human Health: what 

role of nature in Healthy Urban Planning describe how planners and built environment professionals 

could have a profound impact on community well-being by promoting urban nature and urban 

biodiversity in all new developments. Their conclusion shows there are clear and documented links 

between nature and human health, especially in the urban environment (2005).  

 

There is a significant amount of research that has been made in the area of indoor environments and its 

impact on occupant health, wellbeing and productivity. Many studies show that poor indoor 

environmental quality (IEQ) can cause illnesses which negatively affect our wellbeing, and reduce our 

productivity in a workplace. In the United States, the cost of productivity loss due to poor IEQ and 

environmentally induced illnesses, is between $20 and 160 billion dollars (Lamb & Kwok, 2016). The 

effect of poor IEQ on productivity is usually not considered in the design of a building (Lan et al., 

2014). In the article “Creating Healthy Communities, Healthy Homes, Healthy People: Initiating a 

Research Agenda on the Built Environment and Public Health”, Srinivasan et al. (2003) sheds light on 

the connection between physical and mental health problems in relation to the built environment and 

what they call “human-modified places” which include homes, schools, workplaces, parks, roads and 

so on. The authors emphasize the complexity of the built environment and its influence on human 

health, and suggest further research in this area will require a community-based, multilevel, and 

interdisciplinary approach.   

 

4. Theoretical perspectives  
 

This chapter will present the theoretical concepts that later will be applied to the analysis of the 

empirical material.  The theoretical concept that will be used in this study is the risk society theory by 

Ulrich Beck and its view on expert systems, as well as the Employer Branding Concept. 

 

4.1 Employer Branding and Corporate Reputation 
 

In today’s fast paced and ever-changing society with new businesses and companies emerging every 

day, companies are finding it more difficult to recruit the right candidates for various job-positions, as 

well as to retain their personnel. It is a competitive market. This is why more and more companies 

must differentiate themselves in order to stand out from the others. The more niched a business is, the 

more specialized are the job positions, making it even harder to find the right candidates. These 

reasons, along with the boom, have in many ways made it an employees’ market. Companies are 

branding themselves as “model employers” in order to retain and obtain suitable employees. Ambler 

and Barrow (1996) coined the term employer brand, which refers to all the benefits offered by a 

certain company to its employees, leading to the creation of a unique identity in the eyes of employees 

and potential employees, with the aim to make them stay with or join the company. The employer can 

itself be seen as a brand with which the employee develops a close relationship with. Employer-

branding can therefore be a strategy for companies to show that they can give more to the employee 

than the usual things offered by other companies. A successful branding strategy can favour a 

company in many ways, such as helping it to build an impressive corporate image. A company´s first 

and perhaps the most important customers are its own employees and if the own employees endorse 

the goals of the firm, they will also most likely take good care of the external customers. The 

happiness of a customer is closely related to the happiness of the employee (Davies, 2008). 

 

Many companies are aware of this and have become increasingly interested in creating external 

success by first investing internally in their own organizations and employees. Employer branding is 
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seen as a differentiation of a firm’s characteristics as an employer from its competitors. In this way, 

employer branding can also be seen as a framing strategy, where the own company is framed as better, 

and the frames can be everything from that a company is more sustainable, more people-oriented, or 

more innovative than other companies (Boström & Klintman, 2008). Despite the limited research on 

employer branding, it seems clear that just as a well-known consumer brand can generate attraction, 

trust, or intention to purchase with customers, a strong employer brand as well can encourage internal 

and external results. Inside of the firm, employer branding generates involvement and productivity 

(Knox and Freeman, 2006). Outside the firm, employer branding activities increase the attractiveness 

of a company as an employer option in the short term and its value in the long term (Backhause and 

Tikoo, 2004). 

 

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) explain the employer brand as the identity of the firm as an employer. It 

embraces the firms’ values, policies and behaviour with the aim of attracting, motivating and retaining 

current and potential employees of the firm. What usually is emphasized in the branding of an 

employer, is the unique aspects of the firm’s employment offerings and/or the work environment. 

Employee and corporate performance will be influenced by the awareness and a positive attitude 

towards the “brand” and loyalty and trust that the “brand” is there for the employee (Ambler and 

Barrow, 1996). Ambler and Barrow points out that the main role of the employer brand is to provide a 

coherent framework for the management to simplify and focus priorities, increase productivity and 

improve recruitment, retention and commitment of its employees. 

 

According to the employer branding framework developed by Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), potential 

employees develop an employer brand image from the brand association that are an outcome of a 

firm’s employer branding. This in turns leads to employer attraction. The framework shows also that 

employer branding lead to an organizational identity and culture which leads to a loyalty for the 

employer brand which in turn leads to employee productivity. See figure 1. 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of employer branding by Backhaus and Tikoo (2004). 

 

Corporate reputation is fundamental for corporate success, and it rests on assessments made by 

individuals outside the organization and is very much linked to employer branding of the organization. 

One way of branding a company, as a “nice” employer is to practice Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR)-activities. It has been proven that organizations that shows a higher level of CSR have a higher 

chance to attract employees (Verčič & Ćorić, 2018). In the same study, it has also been shown that 

good CSR-activities is also connected to the success of a company´s reputation.  

 

As WELL Building Standard is focused on improving the wellbeing of the users in the office 

buildings, namely the employees, one could see the certification as both an instrument for employers 

to brand themselves as a good employer, as well as a strategy for the company in the building to show 

social responsibility. This will be further analysed in the results section.  
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There are many ways for companies to practice CSR, the most common is to donate a part of their 

profit to different charities, however, as mentioned in this section many companies want to do good 

for their employees as well, for different reasons. Certifications of different kinds are becoming more 

and more common as a CSR-strategy and is generally seen as quality marker for that something is 

truly as good as it appears. The next section will give a potential explanation of the background behind 

the popularity of certification-systems, as well as which function, they fill.  

 

4.2 The role of an expert in a risk society 
 

Why does certifications exist? To start with, we are living in a risk culture, everyday one can read 

about alarming reports regarding everything from food contamination, over-fishing, climate change, 

chemical pollution as well as other environmental and health-risks (Boström & Klintman, 2008). The 

need for differentiate conventional products from green products have led to the creation of 

certifications. People feel less and less trust for public authorities to take responsibility of all the 

threats that is out there. Therefore, for the conscious individual, a need has arisen to consume 

sustainable and healthy products, why certifications are one way to show to the consumer that it is not 

toxic or unsustainable and so on. To understand the background to this, this study has chosen to shed 

some light on the perspective of Risk Society, a theory developed by the German sociologist Ulrich 

Beck. To understand what a risk society is, it is first necessary to define what a risk is. A risk is 

defined as the anticipation of a catastrophe. Risks are always future events that may occur, that 

threaten us (Beck, 2009:9).  

  

The theory of risk society is the view that industrialization and modernization processes are reason for 

the creation of the many risks that humanity faces today (Beck, 2009). Whilst humans have always 

been subjected to risks - such as natural disasters, plagues, famine - the reason for these kinds of risks 

have historically been seen as produced by non-human factors. However, risks in the modern societies 

is very different from pre-industrial risks. The risks that modern societies face today, such as climate 

change, financial crisis and various health threats, the cause to these risks are modernization in self, so 

called man made manufactured risks (Giddens, 1999). Industrialization has paved the way for an 

individual society. The emergence of a fast and ever-changing information society and irreversible 

risks forces people to reconsider “truths”, values, habits, norms and lifestyles. The individual in the 

modern society normally feels less confidence for old traditions and authorities and is forced to behave 

and think as an “individual”, to take responsibility for actions performed or not performed, and to 

judge expert advice and counter-advice (Bostrom & Klintman, 2008). The risk society theory is 

further analysed by Giddens (1999), who argues that as a result from globalization, societies and 

cultures are today going through a process of “detraditionalization”, meaning dissolving given recipes 

for how to live and how to choose, and therefore individuals needs new signs, codes, or recipes for this 

(Boström & Klintman, 2008). People today are less dependent on given traditions, class positions, 

gender belonging, or cognitive authorities. But the new freedom and detachment from the traditional 

society is not always successful in making people happier than before. 

 

Detraditionalization have in many ways strengthen the capacity of the individual trough secularization, 

an increased level of education, technological development, globalization and increased gender 

equality. But on the other hand, it has also resulting in that as society become complex and riskier, and 

people become more dependent on what Giddens and Beck calls expert systems. What is harmful for 

the health or what is destroying the nature, can be complicated for an individual to get a direct 

perception from, but it often requires an assessment, objectively by qualified experts. In the matter of 

fact, many of the modernization risks that have arisen cannot be perceived directly, because we do not 

see or feel what is happening. It can be about threats that may not become reality during the life of an 

individual, but rather will affect future generations, or it can be about threats that here and now 

requires a scientific foundation, which requires a certain amount of evidence to even be interpreted as 

threat (Beck, 2009). In his book The Consequences of Modernity (1990:34), Giddens argues that in a 

risk society, issues of trust are central, especially trust in experts and expert systems. He defines trust 
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as “confidence in the reliability of a person or system.” Due to that risk society is characterized by a 

heightened awareness of risk, the focus on the efforts to know and control that risk, especially through 

probabilistic expert knowledge is of importance. 

 

The theory is also emphasizing the transference of responsibility from institutions to individuals. As 

governments in capitalistic countries emancipates themselves from responsibility for risks trough 

privatization, promotion of private insurance systems, and withdrawal of state pensions – health risks 

are converted into something that needs to be handled by the individual (Mythen, 2004). Beck stresses 

that the consequences of this kind of transference of responsibility has extensive impacts on public 

attitudes towards politics, governmental institutions, and even science (Beck, 2009). Certifications and 

green labelling can therefore be seen as regulatory response to the increased incapability of nation 

states to regulate different risks (Boström & Klintman, 2008). Eco-labelling and certifications are 

some of the most widely spread and debated instruments for managing environmental risks. The 

purpose of labelling is to make production processes and substances visible through simplifications of 

complex, uncertain and contested environmental conditions.  

 
The new structures in the modern western world have created new dimensions of time and space, 

thanks to globalization and technological development. This has resulted in the dissolution of old 

traditional forms of social interaction, and today social interaction no longer needs to happen face to 

face. This creates new conditions and constructions of trust where it is required that the individual 

relies on external experts in a whole new way. Giddens (1990:34) defines trust as “confidence in the 

reliability of a person or system. According to Giddens, humans in modern societies rely increasingly 

on expert systems to manage risks (Lidskog et al., 1997:133–134).  The modern human need more and 

more advice about how to live their lives in order to make better choices, but face dilemmas as they 

get contradictory advice from different experts (Boström & Klintman, 2008). Contradictory advice 

leads to a demand and supply for further advice from experts, therefore trust is essential for depending 

on experts. To create trust among a large number of consumers have several advantages from an 

economic, health and environmental perspective. It is not easy for consumers to verify green attributes 

directly and hence therefore must rely on symbols such as eco-labels.  When it comes to certifications 

and green labelling, science usually helps the green label to create credibility and legitimacy. Another 

basic requirement for credible labelling is the possibility that someone external to the arrangement is 

able to ensure that the producer or seller of the labelled product really complies with labelling criteria 

(Boström & Klintman, 2012). Due to that the WELL Building Standard is based on several years of 

science, and that the system works as third-party reviewer, it can be seen as a trustworthy system.  

 

The many risks that the built environment is facing such as climate change, urban density and health 

threats, are all risks that can be explained as outcomes from modernization processes. Population 

growth, falling mortality rates and rising life expectancy, puts pressure on the built environment to 

provide for housing, jobs and infrastructure. This in turn has led to increased greenhouse gas 

emissions, overcrowding urban cities and pollution problems. People in modern societies spend more 

time inside buildings than outside, which can lead to different health risks, e.g. obesity. To run a 

business has a several risks which can be financial risks, operational risks and reputational risks. 

Moreover, all these risks can be connected together as a result from industrialization and 

modernization processes, where the global economy plays a significant role. Paradoxically, thanks to 

modernization and industrialization, the global market has also created the tools for mitigating all 

mentioned risks – e.g. certifications, eco-labels and standards – tools that can be seen as provided by 

experts. The experts in turn have created these labels and certification based on science and many 

years of research. In the light of this, it can be argued that the WELL Building Standard can be viewed 

as an expert system for both the building industry as well as for companies. However, what the risks 

are and how the certification can mitigate risks remains to be analysed in the findings chapter below.  
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4.3 Reflection of theory 
 

Beck´s theory on Risk Society are in many ways indicating that we are living in a riskier society than 

before and with irreversible risks that creates uncertainty and makes people to distrust governments 

and institutions, and the cause to this is globalization and modernization itself. However, looking at 

the human history, one can reflect over if we really are living in a riskier society than before. In the 

pre-industrial context, millions of people died from the plague, and before the medical revolution, 

millions of people died from infections that today is easily cured. Colonialism almost eradicated entire 

populations of aboriginal people and crusades forced people into religiosity. Many of these risks can 

also be seen as man-made risks part of the globalization process. And thanks to the modernization 

processes we have managed to overcome many of these risks. Anthropologist Mary Douglas have 

studied risks in the form of understanding how human’s agent ignore many of the potential threats in 

daily life and instead concentrate only on selected aspects. This view on risks is something that Beck 

also fails to discuss (Elliot, 2002).  

 

5. Method  

This section introduces the research methods that have been applied in this study, as well as the choice 

of them, the study object as well as the respondents. The method used for this study is qualitative, with 

interviews as the main source. Qualitive method is appropriate when a study aims to achieve a depth 

of understanding of a phenomenon (Patton, 2002). As the aim with this study is to create a deeper 

understanding of what it is that drives the building sector – and more specifically the property owners, 

to invest in a WELL-certification, I found this method to be most suitable.  
 

5.1 Qualitative interviews  
 

This study has used semi-structured (face-to-face) as well as structured interviews (mail conversation). 

According to Kvale & Brinkman (2013), the semi-structured interview is partly inspired by 

phenomenology and can be regarded as a social practice. Knowledge is produced and constructed 

through the active process between the interviewer and the interviewee. The goal is to let the 

interviewees give free descriptions and in this way an understanding of themes in the interviewee's 

described world can be made visible. This can mainly be applied to interviews that take place face-to-

face in a physical context. 

 

The semi-structured interview model that is used for this paper will be based on the model proposed 

by Brinkman and Kvale (2013). The usefulness of the semi-structured model is that it exerts a flexible 

structure which allows the researcher to capture central themes and specific viewpoints from the 

interview subject. The semi-structured model allows the researcher to diverge from the interview 

guide to follow up on particular points of interests that may assert itself during the session. 

 

Background questions that include, for example, professional roles and tasks were set in order to make 

the interviewees comfortable with the interview situation. The remaining questions were designed to 

start the issue with How...? In what way…? to let the interviewees get the opportunity to leave such an 

open description as possible, which provided room for further development of answers (Kvale & 

Brinkman, 2013). As a result, questions were added and reduced during the interviews, which resulted 

in the interviews being individually adapted. The problem that may arise in connection with this is that 

the interview responses may differ a bit, which can complicate the analysis work when themes are to 

be extracted and identified. With this in mind, I went back to the interview guide on an ongoing basis 

during the interviews.  
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5.1.1 Choice of study object  
 

Selection of study object has been made on the basis of a so-called purposeful sampling; a common 

technique used in the qualitative research approach. The technique is suitable for the identification and 

selection of information rich cases for the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2002). Due 

to that there are only six property companies so far that have shown interest for the WELL-

certification in Sweden, it was appropriate to use this kind of sampling, which in this case also 

represent the total population. The process of purposeful sampling involves the identification and 

selection of individuals or group of individuals that has a special knowledge and experience with the 

object or phenomena that is basis for the study. This study have found it relevant to choose to 

interview key persons from the six companies that in different ways are involved in the 

implementation of the certification, as well as one consultant that is involved in one of the projects, as 

I considered these individuals to have the specific knowledge and experience that is needed to answer 

my research question the best. The representatives for the property owners were chosen, due to their 

different involvement with WELL-certification. In order to nuance the picture and get a more practical 

picture of the certification, I also chose to interview a consultant who worked on one of the projects, 

which provided me with an outsider perspective on how the certification can be used by the property 

owners. A purposeful sampling must also take the availability and the willingness of the respondents 

to participate into account, as well as the ability of the respondents to communicate experiences in an 

expressive and reflective manner. In this case, I believe that I as a researcher had an advantage, due to 

the fact that I was working at a member organization for the building sector, which represent all the 

companies that is participating in this study. When I contacted them to ask them to participate in my 

study, I used my work e-mail address, and all the individuals that were contacted replied back to me. 

Most of my informants is not based in Stockholm, hence the reason for phone-interviews as well as e-

mail interviews. The advantages as well as the disadvantages of my position in the member 

organization is further discussed in the section of ethical aspects.  

 

I have chosen to call the persons that have been interviewed for respondents in this study. In 

respondent studies, it is the interview persons and their own thoughts that are the study object - the 

central units for the study. In a respondent study, the researcher wants to know what every person 

thinks about the phenomena that is subject to the study, therefore to a large extent, the same kind of 

questions are asked to the different respondents (Esaiasson et al., 2012). In this kind of approach, it is 

required to continue to do interviews until there is a theoretical saturation, i.e. until there are no new 

relevant aspects of the phenomenon that are at the centre of the study. Esaiasson et al. argues that it is 

shown that a well thought sample selection can be enough to make interesting analyses.  

 

The persons interviewed for my study are keypersons working for Swedish property owners and/or 

developers. One respondent is working as a consultant in the role as a coordinator with implementing 

the WELL-certification for a property owner. All respondents are related to projects that have, or are 

aiming for a WELL-certification, or are thinking of doing a Well-certification (but have not decided 

yet) for their building. All selected companies have a green profile and have a big focus on 

sustainability in their organisations. I argue for that my sample is well thought out and carefully 

selected, and that the relatively small sample depends mainly of the fact that there are only these 

property companies in Sweden that are involved with the certification.  

 

As one can see in table 2, many of the interviews where done through phone and emails, this is due to 

long distances and tight schedule (why the respondents could not be able to meet face-to-face). As a 

researcher I am aware of that this can generate other types of answers than face-to-face interviews, 

which is why the focus of this thesis have been narrowed from a slightly broader focus to a more 

specific aim.  
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Table 2. Keypersons/respondents  

 
 

 

5.1.2 Ethical aspects 
 

Kvale & Brinkmann (2013) point out several ethical questions to provide an overview of the problems 

that may arise during interview research. The ethical aspects consider the following areas: informed 

consent, confidentiality, consequences, and the role of the researcher (Kvale & Brinkman, 2013). 

Informed consent means that it is important to inform the respondents about the general aim of the 

study, as well as to informing of how the study is organized and the potential advantages and 

disadvantages of the study. Trough mail correspondence, all respondents were first notified with the 

purpose of this study as well as the structure and potential outcome of the study. Confidentiality in 

research means that private data identifying participation in the study will not be revealed, hence I 

have only used their title to refer to the different respondents. Pseudonyms are being used when 

referring to the companies. Consequences refers to the importance of doing an assessment of 

consequences that a study may cause. The ethical principle of doing good (beneficence), means that 

the risk for an informant suffering harm must be as small as possible. This assessment has been made 

for this study, and it have been assessed that the respondents in this study will not take harm, due to 

the anonymization. A perceived mutual trust between me and the respondents reduces the negative 

consequences that can arise after an involvement in the study. Mutual trust can be beneficial in many 

ways as it opens up for deeper discussions. The role of the researcher is also an important aspect in 

terms of ethics and the reliability of a study, during the interviews I made it clear to the respondents 

that I was doing this study in the role of a master student from Uppsala University, and not as an 

employer for the member organization. However, the objectivity of me as a researcher and also among 

the participants may be affected, which should be in mind when reading this study. 

  

5.2 Qualitative Content Analysis  
 

I have chosen to follow the qualitative content analysis approach as presented by Granheim & 

Lundman when analysing my interview material. The first step when doing a qualitive content 

analysis is to decide whether the analysis should focus on the manifest or latent content of the 

transcribed interview material. The manifest content focus on the direct expression of the text, what 

the text are actually saying. The latent content focus on the underlying meaning of the text, where the 

researcher does an interpretation (Granheim & Lundman, 2003). I have focused on both the manifest 

and latent content of the interview texts when I have done the analysis, due to that I have found both 

the manifest and the latent content as relevant for this study. When doing a qualitative content 

analysis, the entire interview text is the unit of analysis, and therefore I found it important to read the 

whole text through repeatedly to get a feeling of the whole picture. After getting a feeling of the whole 
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picture, sentences or phrases that contained information that was relevant to the study was picked out. 

The surrounding text have also been included so that the context is remained. These sentences or 

phrases are called meaning entities. The meaning entities have been condensed in order to shorten the 

texts, but still maintain the wholeness of the context. The meaning units have thereafter been coded 

and grouped into categories that reflect the central message of the interviews. These categories 

constitute the manifest content, finally I have formulated themes based on the theories, where the 

latent content of the interviews have been more visible and have appeared.  

 

There are two different directions in content analysis concerning the trustworthiness of the results. In 

quantitative content analysis, one often mentions validity and reliability, while in the qualitative 

approach it is common to use words such as credibility, dependence and transferability. I have 

however, chosen to use the terms validity and reliability because it, by the end of the day, refers to the 

same thing. In content analysis it is important to openly display and describe the method and in 

particular show how the categorization has taken place to increase the trustworthiness of the analysis. 

When selecting meaning units, it is important to choose the right size of amount of information, too 

large units can be risky due to that that they contain more than one phenomenon. Too small units can 

be risky as well, due to that the material can be fragmented. Hence in both cases, one can miss 

important information (Granheim & Lundman, 2003). 

 

5.3 Validity and reliability 
 

Validity within the discipline of social sciences means to what extent a method investigates what it is 

alleged to investigate. During the whole research process, the researcher should ask the question “am I 

investigating what I think I am investigating”? The degree of validity is also depending on the 

craftmanship of the researcher, where the researcher constantly checks, questions, and theoretically 

interprets the results (Kvale & Brinkman, 2013). One of the strengths with this study is the defined 

and clear research question that during the whole process have made it possible for the researcher to 

go back to and constantly controlling and questioning if the results from the interview material can 

answer the research question. The results are also interpreted through the theoretical lenses, which 

contributes to the validity of the study. The operationalization in this study is carried out in the way 

that the interview material is being analysed through the theoretical conceptions that is grounded in the 

risk society theory and employer branding conceptual framework. The operationalizations that I have 

chosen to use in my study is of great importance for what results I arrive at, and how sure I can be on 

the results (Esaiasson, et al., 2012). This can also be connected to the reliability aspect.  

 

Reliability is about the consistency and credibility of the research results. Reliability is often treated in 

relation to the question of whether a result can be reproduced at other times and by other researchers. 

It is about whether the interviewees will change their answers during an interview and whether they 

will give different answers to different interviewers. If the interviewees will change their answers 

during an interview or if they will give different answers to different interviewers, then the reliability 

of the research may decrease (Kvale & Brinkman, 2013). In all interviews, similar basic questions 

were used that had with the process behind the decision to certify to do, how the companies look at 

sustainability and why they chose this particular certification. All respondents replied on these 

questions and the answers created a red thread. As an interviewer I was very meticulous to have the 

respondent on the right track, so as soon as I noticed that some subject became a side-track from the 

main question, I caught up the respondent on the right track again. One example is when one 

respondent started to talk on how important it is to help unemployed young adults to get a job and how 

their company are trying to hire people that have had difficulties to enter the labour market,  in context 

of doing social sustainability work, although it was an interesting topic, I had to caught up the 

respondent into talking about social sustainability in terms of the certification instead.  

 

The majority of my interviews have been made face-to-face or by phone in my mother tongue, 

Swedish. I have recorded both the phone interviews as well as the face-to-face interviews. Since the 

interviews were made in my mother tongue, the risks for misunderstandings decreases. The following 
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transcription process made it possible to get a deeper picture of the answers. However, what can 

reduce the reliability is the process of the translation from the Swedish to English, where in some 

cases some expressions can make it more difficult to translate by exact words, why one would need to 

find other words and meanings that better explain what the respondent was saying. The strength of 

doing interviews by phone or face-to-face is that the interviewer can hear tonality, laughter and 

silence, which also can be interpreted as replies, and was also coded. Another positive aspect of doing 

this kind of interviews is that it makes it easier to follow a semi-structured character during the 

interview, and this has made it possible for me as an researcher to follow up on different answers,  and 

questions as “ can you elaborate on what you mean by that” or “ what do you think the reason for that 

is” arose and respondents could more deeply explained what they meant with their reply, this gives the 

research more credibility. In contrast,  the interviews that have been made by e-mail, solely answered 

the questions that were written, although the questions in the interviews were formulated as “how” and 

“why” questions, a few questions were a “yes” or “no” question, in those cases, there were a follow up 

question such as “if yes, explain why” and so on. I also had the opportunity to call the email-

respondents in the case of uncertainties of if something needed to be explained more deeply.  

 

5.3.1 Generalizability  
 

Kvale & Brinkman present different form of generalizability; naturalistic, statistical and analytical. 

The naturalistic generalization is developed as a function of personal experiences by transforming 

implicit knowledge into explicit. The statistical generalization is formal and explicit, it is usually 

based on a random selection of interviewees from a large population to draw statistical generalizations 

from and it is not suitable for studies of a small chosen sample. This thesis does not claim to make 

either naturalistic or statistical generalization, but rather claims an analytical generalization. The 

analytical generalization is based on an assessment of what the results can provide for guidance in 

another situations. The results from this thesis can be transferred to similar situations of what drives 

different business actors to invest in sustainability certifications. In this regard, the knowledge from 

the interviews can be generalized, which can be transferred to other situations, rather than generalizing 

the actual interview results in general (Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). This is presented, among other 

things, in the concluding section where prepared recommendations are suggested.  

 

5.4 Reflection of method  
 

Criticism can be directed against the methods that have been used in this study and also against me as 

a researcher during the collection of the empirical material. The section of validity and reliability as 

well as the section of ethical aspects deals with critical issues that involves objectivity as well as my 

role as a researcher. The sections in this study that deal with validity and reliability as well as ethical 

aspects problematize certain aspects in this study such as objectivity, execution of the interviews as 

well as my role as researchers among other things. 

 

A common objection against interview research in general is that there are too few respondents in 

interview studies to make it possible to draw a generalization. The requirement that social science 

should produce generalizable knowledge is based on the assumption that scientific knowledge is 

essentially valid for all places and times: for all people and forever. However, studies of the society 

and its structures are complex, why it sometimes would be more correct to adopt a postmodern view 

on social science, which means to replace the traditional searching after the universal knowledge with 

the individual uniqueness of the heterogenic and contextualized knowledge (Kvale & Brinkman, 

2014).  
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6. Findings 

This section presents the results from the empirical findings that will be intertwined with the analysis. 

The empirical and analytical section will be divided into different analytical themes based on the 

theoretical perspectives that have been presented in the section above.  

6.1 The need of an expert in a risk society 
 

According to the risk society perspective, modern people need guidance and expert advice in order to 

make right choices. Due to “detraditionalization” and the dissolving of given paths of how to live and 

choose in life, people is in need for new signs and codes that can tell them how to live and how to 

choose. As governments in capitalistic countries free themselves from responsibility of different risks 

in society, trough privatization and promotion of private insurances and so on – health risks are 

converted into something that needs to handle by the individual itself. But what is harmful for one’s 

health can be complicated for an individual to get a direct perception from, and often it requires an 

assessment, objectively by qualified experts. The Swedish challenges related to health is frequently 

mentioned by the different representatives of the property owners, as well as the consultant. Many of 

the respondents are pointing out that, due to the fact that there are several health problems in the 

society, there is a need for the built environment to take its share of responsibility, and to guide their 

tenants into doing healthy choices. A certification such as WELL, can therefore be a good tool for the 

property owners to use with the aim of mitigating the risks:  

If one is to look at the big picture – we have an extreme strain on the economy due to ill 

health in the world. We all need to work together in the society to solve this… Mental 

illness has increased extremely much lately; we find it difficult to recover, and to have a 

balance in everyday life. Then, we who build [properties], must create platforms for people 

to feel good in… I found WELL after googling a whole day looking for a system for 

buildings which were not only focusing on the environment. WELL had a tool that made 

the whole thing very concrete. 

– Property Developer, Company B 

The respondent from Company B stresses how the increasing health risks for the individuals are 

affecting the economy, and how it therefore should be in “everybody´s” interest to minimize the risks. 

The respondent is clearly pointing out what the problem is and mentions health risks with emphasis on 

especially the problem with mental illness in society. The respondent is indicating that these risks 

could be minimized by building properties that are beneficial for humans and their wellbeing. A 

system like WELL forces the property owner to address the mental health part through design 

elements and relaxation spaces.  

 

This can also be seen as CSR-strategy, one way for the private sector to show that they take 

responsibility of the health risks in society – and where the WELL-certification makes the whole thing 

concrete. 

WELL can in this matter be seen as the expert system, a system that the property owners can use a tool 

for promoting healthy buildings, and the tenants that will rent the space can use it as a tool for 

mitigating the risks. In this way the WELL-certification can function as an expert system through the 

property owners.  

 

The respondent from Company D is following the same kind of argument when discussing why the 

property industry is now starting to focus on the social sustainability in the built environment: 

I think everybody, whoever you are talking to, you have someone close who is burned out, 

or you look at mental illness, and you look on sick leave – if you read the statistics in the 

recent years, it is quite frightful… So, I think that in some way you start to understand that 

this is a crucial question. Health and wellbeing are needed to drive the society forward. 
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Through the certification, the issue is raised, and it has a different strength when you have 

a system around it. The WELL certification is a tool for us to structure the work… 

– Leasing Manager, Company D 

The risks are clearly recognized in the quote above; the respondent is also here, emphasizing the 

health risks in the form of mental illness, and how important it is to manage this risk, both for society 

and for companies. The possibility of mitigating these risks, and the importance of focusing on health 

and wellbeing is mentioned as crucial for “driving the society forward”, this sentence also indicates 

that the risks makes it costly for both companies and the society at large. The respondent is also 

indicating how the WELL certification helps to lift up the issue of health and wellbeing in general, and 

how the certification system then works as a tool to help them to structure the work with these 

questions. In this matter, the certification system is the expert system that helps the property owners to 

both concretize the existing health and wellbeing risks as well as showing of a concrete solution for 

mitigate these risks. It is also indicated that, by concretizing these factors, the WELL-certification has 

made their tenants to realize that there is a business in it, that they actually can profit from this kind of 

certification as well. A thriving society with healthy people can make the economy flourish (Harter, 

2002). The respondent is also explaining that a couple of years ago, investments in health and 

wellbeing for employees was more “nice to have” initiatives than “need to have” initiatives. But today, 

companies have realized that is crucial even for companies to survive, and they are realizing that it 

could also lead to increasing the profit for a company. The quote below clearly show this:  

I think that before it was kind of a nice to have these kind of initiatives…but today it is 

crucial for companies to survive, and many companies have begun to understand that there 

is an actual business in this and somehow an increase in productivity, It is really difficult to 

measure such things, but it is quite obvious that if you have employees who feel good, they 

will most certainly perform better. 

– Leasing Manager company D 

Most companies that exist are profit-driven, hence the economic incentives are naturally a driving 

force for them. Trough the concretization of the risks as well as the solution, WELL have made the 

customers to property owners to realize how they can benefit from the certification. Not only will the 

property owners have happier and healthier employees, the employees will also perform better. There 

are several studies that shows the relationship between healthy employees and increased productivity 

(Song & Baicker, 2019). 

 

The consultant that is working with helping one of the property owners with the actual implementation 

of the system, is also echoing the health risks aspect that exist in Sweden, and he explains how the 

WELL-system push property owners to improve certain aspects in a building that might be helpful for 

the tenants in increasing the wellbeing of the employees. He is especially lifting up the risks with 

mental illness, and he is referring to the winter darkness in Sweden as one potential problem to the 

mental illness. The consultant points out that there are certain things in the manual for WELL, such as 

lightning, that can work as an effective tool in increasing the mental health of a workplace.  

There are things that are dealt with in the manual [WELL manual], which is new to 

everyone, for example with circadian lightning, that is, to have blue light in the morning 

and more red light in the afternoon. It is perhaps especially important in Sweden. Sweden 

is a relatively healthy country, but we are far from being maybe where one would like to 

be, and... what to say, Sweden has as I have understood it, quite a lot of problems with 

mental health, that is, it is a dark country and so on, then I think it [WELL] would be very 

good with increasing the mental health of a workplace at least… 

– Sustainability Consultant, Company X 

Research shows that light affect the circadian rhythm of humans in different ways, for example long 

term exposure to blue light can affect the melatonin production of human, which can result in sleeping 

problems (Tähkämö et al., 2019). Circadian lightning aims to follow the biological rhythm of the 

human. The consultant lifts up circadian lightning as an example of a concrete tool that the property 
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owners can implement in the building with the aim of increasing the wellbeing of the employees. In 

this case, the WELL manual functions as an expert system, trough giving the tools for the property 

owners in stepping up the work of healthy buildings.   

 

There are certain aspects of the WELL system where Sweden is advanced beyond the criteria. 

Reflecting WELL´s American provenance, the system offers projects credit for providing financial 

support for healthcare coverage or a minimum of twelve weeks of parental leave; these strategies are 

optional but not mandatory. Conversely, Sweden offers almost cost-free universal healthcare, and 

parents are entitled to 480 days of paid parental leave, which presents a possible critique of the system 

in that credit is too easily achieved in Swedish WELL projects. WELL is a global system, and the 

criteria for the system apply equally everywhere in the world, which necessitated the question to 

respondents regarding what function they feel that the WELL Building Standard has in Sweden. Many 

of the respondents think that WELL has a significant role, but that it is important to assess the system 

in accordance with Swedish conditions and the national health challenges here, which according to 

many of the respondents are primarily related to mental health. One of the respondents stressed that, 

due to the fact that Sweden is already doing well – thanks in large part to a tax system that prioritizes 

social policies like health care and family support – the focus in Sweden should be on improving the 

conditions for mental health, and to do that, companies first need to change their mindset in how they 

think about social sustainability... The respondent explains: 

It is absolutely needed. But it should be angled against the Swedish challenges. How can 

we improve it against Swedish society – that is how do we get people to feel better 

mentally? The first step is to get into socially sustainable thinking… Charity and that kind 

of work is good, but we must start with our buildings. 

– Property Developer, Company B 

The respondent is referring to that companies have historically donated to charities when taking the 

social sustainability aspect into account in their CSR-work. To donate to organizations that improves 

the living conditions for humans in developing countries, is something that many companies sees as a 

valid strategy in their work for social responsibility. However, the respondent argues that companies 

should look internally first to their social sustainability work and start with improving the health and 

wellbeing of the people in their own buildings first. And here WELL can be seen as a potential tool, 

however, it needs to be angled even more into the challenges of Sweden, which according to the 

respondent is dealing with the mental illness of the society. 

 

The leasing manager for Company D is also pointing out that is important for Sweden to continuously 

work on improving the challenges in the own society. She is stressing the fact that we cannot take all 

the good things in Sweden for granted, why it is necessary for companies to measure and follow up 

that we actually are doing the right things. Here the WELL-certification fills a function as a 

trustworthy expert system, where one can measure and see how “good” a company really are in these 

questions. 

I think it's a bit dangerous to say that we already have it so good in Sweden. Because I 

sometimes think that we can think that we are very good at things, but sometimes you 

actually have to measure and check if it really is true. We are doing MANY right things [in 

Sweden], but if you can get one push forward and do a little bit more… then I absolutely 

think it is worth it. 

– Leasing Manager, Company D 

 

6.2 A motivation factor that fills a gap in the industry 
 

Many certifications have been created with the aim of guiding the consumer into a more sustainable 

consumerism. To draw boundaries between what is “green” and what is “conventional”, so called 

boundary framing, is something that Boström and Klintman (2008) addresses in their book. This is a 
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framing strategy which can be useful for marketing purpose and to convince actors of the benefits of a 

certain certification. As people become more educated and conscious, the need for sustainable 

products are also increasing. This reasoning is something that the Sustainability manager from 

Company C is lifting as well: 

So, I think people will become much more conscious [about sustainable buildings]. And I 

think they want to have a receipt that tells them that a product is actually good, here I think 

WELL will be a good tool, and I see it as a great complement to the other environmental 

certification systems, I do. So, I think that one has covered it in quite well, if one look both 

at the hard things like kilowatt hours and CO2 and such things, but also weaves in the 

human in focus. Then I think we reach the furthest instead of just doing one of the things, 

or separately. This kind of combination, I think is good. 

 – Sustainability manager, Company A 

Here the sustainability manger as well refers to WELL as a good tool, in both showing the customers, 

their tenants, that the company are taking responsibility, as well as a complement to other 

environmental certification systems. He is lifting up the fact that there is a greater awareness today, 

people are more conscious, and it is required of companies to show that they are taking their share of 

responsibility, both in term of environment as well as the social aspect. Hence, the property owners 

use certifications as a quality marker, a proof for the customer – the tenant, that the building is truly 

sustainable. WELL can therefore be used as a receipt of that it is good building as well, and WELL 

can also be used as framing strategy in a PR purpose, which shows in what ways a WELL-certified 

company differentiates from other non-certified companies. 

 

It has also been indicated that there a WELL-certification does fill an important role in the 

sustainability work of property owners in Sweden, and it has helped the industry to reflect over the 

challenges that Sweden is facing in terms of health and wellbeing. Due to that it is a concrete tool that 

is pointing out the problems in society, with concrete solutions, it has made Swedish property owners 

to think of areas that they did not think of before. This indicates that there has been something missing 

in the Swedish market, a gap, and that WELL can be a way of filling that gap: 

WELL addressed completely new questions than what environmental certifications did. I 

thought early on that, if what the WELL manual point to is correct, then we as the client 

have a competence gap – much of the content is, after all, things that are not regulated by 

some building legislation and which we neither have demanded before. 

 – Head of Sustainability, Company E 

The respondent above is directly indicating that there seems to be a “competence” gap in the industry, 

and is referring to the fact that there are things in the WELL-certification system (the manual) that 

never have been taken into consideration before, neither by the law or them as a property company. 

Environmental certifications are usually based on the law, and it is something that the municipality or 

the contracting entity usually demands when buying or renting properties, this have pushed the 

industry into implementing environmental certification, and is today seen as standard for the whole 

industry. In contrast, most of the parameters in WELL are not something that the building legislation 

have pushed for. The WELL Building Standard can therefore encourage the property owners to be 

innovative, as well as used as a tool for filling the “competence” gap. The property developer from 

Company B reinforces this argument:  

If you look at the physical parameters like air, light, thermal comfort, water, then we are 

already far ahead in Sweden. However, the soft parameters like mind, nourishment, fitness, 

are parameters that no property owner before having even thought of, such as how to 

recover and how to interact and so on. Looking at these parameters has been a big bonus 

for the property owners. 

 – Property developer, Company B 
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The respondent points out that the physical parameters such as air, light, thermal climate and water, 

are things that we already are far ahead in Sweden, due to building legislation and the implementation 

of environmental certifications which takes these aspects into account as well. However, the 

parameters that looks at nourishment, fitness and mind are parameters that no property owner have 

looked at before, which gives them a leverage. Both respondents of company E an B refers to a gap in 

the market, and where WELL have broadened their thinking, and how this is beneficial for them as 

property owners. This reasoning is also reinforced by the sustainability manager from Company A, 

who explains how the WELL certification is good for making their properties “hotter”: 

It is this thing that one should try to move away from concrete and kilowatt hours, into talk 

more people and more soft values, and more meat and blood, more than maybe just boring 

technology… which also is important, understand me right, both things are needed… It 

[WELL] is a good tool that makes our properties and areas hotter with a bit other values 

and things that we maybe did not have to think about before. 

 – Sustainability Manager, Company A 

The sustainability manager from Company A explains what it is with the WELL-certification that is 

attractive. He also is stressing how there is a need of switching focus from the hard values and 

technical focus of a system to more soft values and a human-centred approach. 

 

The risk of having unattractive buildings and to lose value of the properties is also something that 

many of the respondents are mentioning. It is a completive market, and therefore it is important to 

stand out from the competitors. One respondent said that “if we cannot have the most beautiful 

building, we must be the best on the content at least”. Environmental certifications are something that 

more or less every commercial property owner today is investing in, and it is today seen as a “hygiene 

factor” in the building and property industry. A hygiene factor is usually discussed in terms of 

motivation in a workplace, where Herzberg’s two factor theory is about what makes employees to 

thrive in a workplace (Weisberg & Dent, 2016). The first factor is “hygiene” and refers to all the basic 

things that motivates a worker to do a good job, however it does not necessary lead to satisfaction. 

These things are salary, management, work relations, company policies and administration. The other 

factor is motivation, which in this case refers to responsibility, accomplishment, advancement and 

recognition. The motivation factors are complementing the hygiene factors, and it is the motivation 

factors that contributes to the increase of motivation and productivity of a worker. One usually talks 

about hygiene factors as a necessary basic matter that can cause dissatisfaction if they are absent but 

increasing them above a basic level doesn´t increase satisfaction and motivation, whereas motivation 

factors increase the motivation as they rise.  

 

In the context of the built environment, and what many of my respondents are saying, environmental 

certification is seen as a minimum requirement for a building to be sustainable – a hygiene factor.  

Environmental certifications can also be seen as a way for the property owners to lower their own 

risks. The respondent from Company A is referring to sustainability certifications as an insurance, and 

a quality stamp for all the risks that company itself is facing, but also an economic insurance.  

The major reason [to invest in certifications] is to reduce operating costs and to increase the 

value of our properties, simply do business on it. And then there are other reasons as well 

such as reducing risks in our property portfolio, knowing how our properties are, what is in 

them and so on. And that our tenants should thrive and so, of course. But ultimately, it is, 

still often economic aspects that is what determines. 

– Sustainability manager, Company A 

However, many of the respondents are also stressing that the benefits of environmental certifications 

are not as obvious for the tenants as it is for those working in the property and building sector, due to 

the usually technical parts of an environmental certification. For people who does not have a technical 

knowledge or those who are not that familiar with environmental questions, an environmental 

certification does not say so much of the relevance for oneself or for a company that is renting the 

property. However, the property owners have noticed a slight difference with WELL, where some of 
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the respondents are emphasizing that it is much easier to sell a WELL certification to the customer 

than regular environmental certification: 

It has always been so difficult to sell environmental certifications to customers, it is so 

technical, and focus on dead things. WELL is instead focused on the human, it is much 

easier to sell! 

– Head of Sustainability, Company E 

The respondent is referring to the hard values and technical aspects of environmental certifications as 

“dead things”, and difficult to sell to the customer, while WELL is easier because it focuses on soft 

values and the human. This could also be seen as a unique selling point (USP) – an advantage that the 

competitors lack. The so-called USP of WELL is also confirmed by the Leasing Manager, who 

explained that ten years ago when environmental certifications were quite new on the market, there 

needed to be solid arguments from the property owners to sell it:   

Environmental certifications are a hygiene factor nowadays, but ten years ago when doing 

environmental certifications, you got to explain and argue for the customer why it was 

good, and many customers wanted to know “what’s in it for me?” So, I thought that it 

would be the same for the WELL-certification, that one would need to explain a lot - but it 

doesn’t look the same at all! It is not questioned in the same way, because it affects 

everyone. 

– Leasing manager, Company D 

The leasing manager is indicating in the quote above that the environmental certifications are a 

hygiene factor today, it is a “basic” requirement for buildings, but it did not look the same way ten 

years ago. Back then it was difficult to sell the ECS to customers, and it was difficult to find 

arguments which pointed to the personal benefits of the certification. The respondent is also pointing 

out that it was different with the WELL-certification, they did not have the same kind of problems in 

selling it to the customers. From a risk perspective this could also be seen that ECS was more about 

protecting the property owner from both environmental risks as well as economic risks. However, risk 

today has drilled down to the individual level. When the Leasing manager got the question on why a 

WELL-certification is easier to sell than an environmental certification, she replies:  

I think that is because it is about individuals and that everyone can relate to it. If you 

consider environmental certifications, if you present it to those who are very 

environmentally conscious, or those who work with those questions, it's really interesting 

for them, but for others, it does not say as much, it's not as interesting. 

That everyone can relate to a WELL-certification, in contrast to the environmental certifications, 

makes it to a system which is easier to understand for individuals, and thus easier to sell. As the 

general knowledge of people increases in society, so are the understanding of individual health risks as 

well. A system like WELL becomes more personally relevant, and by its diversity of features, 

everything from mental health, encourage physical activity, or healthier food - there is something for 

everyone to relate to. From this perspective, the system has succeeded in simplifying the complexity 

of health and wellbeing in the built environment [the risk-factor] into a certification, which also can be 

seen as a successful framing strategy (Boström & Klintman, 2008).  

 

When the respondent from Company B got the question on how the demand for a WELL-certified 

office building looks like comparing to other buildings, the respondent confirms the fact that is easier 

to rent out a WELL-certified property: 

It is easy to sell WELL, never been so easy to sell a certification before. It is much more 

attractive for tenants. They recognize themselves in the system. 

– Property Developer, Company B 
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The property developer emphasizes that the customers, in this case the tenants, are more attracted to a 

WELL certified building than other certified buildings. It is indicated that the tenants recognize 

themselves in the system. This can be connected to the previous quotes as well, where it was lifted that 

it is easier to sell WELL than environmental certifications, due to the fact that it speaks a language that 

people can understand. It is not too technical, and it addresses personal issues that most people can 

relate to, such as food, training, and relaxation for example. It also appears that there seems to be a 

general understanding that there are health risks in society, and there is an underlying trust for these 

kinds of systems to address these risks. 

 

6.3 Attracting the right talent  
 

Employer branding can be one way of differentiating oneself from other companies. To show that the 

company cares about their own employees, leads to a good corporate reputation which in turn creates 

greater value (Verčič & Ćorić, 2018). A firm’s success is mainly depending on the success of its own 

employees, why it is important to attract the best talents. But today it is in many ways the employees’ 

market, with the new millennial generations entering the market, employees are requiring more from 

their employers and companies need to be innovative to catch the best employees. The new generation 

that comes into workforce is also a much more conscious generation than previous ones. A survey 

from 2015 in UK showed that 62 per cent of millennials want to work for a company that makes a 

positive impact (Jenkins, 2015), and that share the same values as them. Many companies are today 

having a value led approach in their business models. To use certifications can be one way of showing 

for future employees that a company is having the right kind of values.  

The respondent from company A works in a property company that started to do a pilot 

certification on their own office. On the question on why they wanted to certify their own 

office, the respondent emphasized how important it was to be seen as an attractive employer, 

and especially for the new generation:  

First of all, it is of course that we also want to be an attractive employer. We think such 

issues are important, we hope to be able to attract then, especially the younger generation, 

the new stars so to say, that "here it can be fun to work” and “these have the right values“. 

– Sustainability Manager, Company A 

The similar reasoning is reinforced by the property developer from Company B, who explains her 

view on why companies would seem to be more interested in social sustainability questions in the 

workplace today than a couple of years ago. She is also referring to the fact that the new generation are 

more conscious than other generations and that they are requiring more from a workplace than 

previous generations:  

It is a larger trend with sustainability issues in general today. Employers hires people today 

who have a greater awareness that has not existed in other generations. People have started 

to see that the workplace should be able to give the individual much more than before. 

– Property Developer, Company B 

Both of the two respondents are referring to how companies are perceiving a changing attitude in the 

labour market, and how especially the new generation, or the younger generation that enters the 

workforce do have different values than perhaps the older generations. A WELL-certification can be 

one way of showing that the company has good values, which in turn can make the employer more 

attractive and contribute to a better corporate reputation (Verčič & Ćorić, 2018). This is something 

that also is highlighted by the respondent from Company F:  

Sustainability is generally very important today - all forms of sustainability, and to attract 

new employees and so on. I think many companies have it pretty high on the agenda and 

then this [WELL] helps. I would think so at least. 
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– Project Manager, Company F 

There seems to be a general belief from the property owners that their tenants can use the certification 

as one way of branding themselves or showing how they care about their employees and sustainability 

in general.  Why a WELL-certification is better to attract new employees than other environmental 

certifications is because it deals with “soft values”. He explains that they are also certifying their 

buildings with BREEAM, but the interest for that certification is not that great as with WELL: 

Much in BREEAM is about hard values and it does not really say so much to the tenants, 

nobody is reflecting over if the building is certified with BREEAM Excellent or BREEAM 

Outstanding. WELL is something else, it is a bit softer values that appeal to the tenants. 

– Project Manager, Company F 

 

There are many parameters in the WELL certification that focus exclusively on the humans in the 

building, in contrast to the environmental certification systems that mostly focus on the technical 

aspects of a building, why it from an employer perspective can be more relevant, because it means that 

the certification will indirectly effect their employees, in terms of improved health and wellbeing. A 

WELL-certified office can also be more interesting for the employee, than an environmental 

certification. This is something that the respondent from Company A is pointing out. He explains that 

he noticed a significant change in the attitude from their employees during the implementation of the 

WELL-certification in their own office. The employees showed a lot more interest and engagement for 

the WELL-certification than they have done for the environmental certifications.  

What I have heard is that many of our employees are very interested in this certification 

[WELL], they have been asking a lot. Nothing against the other certifications, but 

comparing to Miljöbyggnad and BREEAM, very few are interested. Someone who is 

sitting and working with the economy and stuff, they do not care of that [environmental 

certifications]. When they heard why we were doing this [WELL], they get a bit happy and 

somewhat satisfied that they have an employer who has invested this on them. You clearly 

notice that. 

– Sustainability Manager company A 

The quote above indicate that employees are more interested in the WELL-certification than other 

certifications, it speaks to everyone, even the “economy persons” who usually are not interested in 

certifications. The fact that the system is less technical than environmental certifications helps them to 

understand the concept better, which contributes to the increase in the engagement of the employees. 

Due to the human-centred approach, more people can relate to it. It also shows the employees feel 

appreciated from their employers and how it increases their satisfaction. This could also be related to 

the Herzberg’s two-factor theory that point to the importance of both hygiene and the motivation factor 

for a successful workplace. If Company A “only” had an environmental certification before, nobody 

really cared, because it is seen as a standard and it does not attract everyone, the WELL-certification is 

the motivation factor which makes the employees more engaged and, perhaps more motivated in their 

work.  

 

The challenges of retaining and recruiting staff is something that the respondent from company D is 

emphasizing. It can be costly to recruit and to train new employees on a regular basis. As a leasing 

manager she talks with customers every day, and she have noticed have many challenges the 

companies have with the issue:  

If you look at the companies today, then the challenges become greater and greater in terms 

of  retaining and recruiting staff, and working with these issues [as in WELL], leads to that 

preferably you keep your staff , but partly it is perhaps easier to recruit staff, so that in 

some way you build the brand when you show that you care about their employees. 

– Leasing Manager Company D 
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6.4 The value of employer branding 
 

For a company to show that they care about their employees can be a way to build the brand of the 

company, and the WELL-certification makes it more concrete for both the existing employees as well 

as potential employees. The difficulties that companies are perceiving with finding the right candidates 

for job positions, is something that is highlighted by the respondent from Company E. Hence, to be 

able to offer a nice workplace for future candidates can be a competitive tool: 

Many of our tenants are employers in various areas in the service sector, and what is 

common for most of them is that they must search quite hard to get to hold of the staff they 

want. Then the office, or the workplace, automatically becomes a competitive tool. 

– Head of sustainability, Company E  

However, it is not only the tenants that want to be associated with a good employer brand and a 

corporate reputation, to invest in a WELL-certification is also a way for the property owners to brand 

themselves: 

We have many competitors around us. If we cannot be the one who has the most beautiful 

building, then we should at least be the best on the content. 

– Property Developer, Company B 

In this case, it is not that the property developer from company B that wants to attract new employees 

for their own certified office, but it is that they want to be associated as a company that creates and 

builds offices that are innovative and great for their tenants. This in turn creates value for the property 

owner, which can lead to good corporate reputation.  

 

The demand for WELL-certified offices are not that great yet due to its relatively new entrance in the 

Swedish market, however, many of the respondents are saying that they have noticed a demand from 

some tenants, especially from larger corporations and employers. Also, companies that want to be in 

the forefront are showing an interest in this kind of offices. A respondent from Company C sees 

especially a demand from consultant and tech companies requesting for these kinds of offices: 

Yes, the question has emerged [demand], but it is still a relatively new concept in the 

industry. Questions have mainly appeared from companies that are at the forefront, e.g. 

consultant and tech companies who work a lot with these or similar questions themselves. 

– Project Manager, Company C 

Consultancy and tech-companies are usually financially strong companies that are famous for wanting 

to recruit top high – performing candidates, therefore a WELL-certification can work as attractive tool 

for potential employees as well as a mean to increase the brand of a company. Several of the 

respondents are also pointing out that the companies themselves gain from a certification, in term of 

employee productivity. The employer branding framework by Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) shows that 

a successful employer branding strategy leads to both employee attraction as well as employee 

productivity. Employee attraction is also connected to a company’s level of CSR-strategies, a higher 

level of CSR-work leads to a higher level of employee attraction. The investment in a WELL-

certification can be seen as a high level of CSR-strategy, due to that companies can actually show for 

their employees that they are investing in them, which in turn can lead to higher employee attraction.  

As in the case of Company A, the sustainability manager noticed that there was a clear difference in 

their employees’ attitudes towards the WELL-certification, and the employees felt happy and satisfied 

over that their employers have invested in them, however, if it actual have led to employee 

productivity is too early to measure and remain to be seen. But what is shown in this study is that it 

first and foremost attracts the employers. Employers and corporations are mainly interested in 

activities that creates greater value for their own firm, and to invest in a WELL-certification or to rent 

a well-certified office does not have to cost so much, comparing to the long-term gains of the 
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certification. One respondent explained how little it cost to invest in a good building and the indoor 

environment comparing to the actual cost of the employees: 

We pay lots of money to our employees and we want them to work, and we want to get the 

maximum out of them – it should not be a bad building that prevents them… We put 

almost all our money on our staff, and very little on to the indoor environment actually... 

So, if it cost half a per cent more [to invest in it], then I think we have a big leverage in it. 

– Sustainability Manager, Company A 

The quote above was expressed from the representative of the property owner that also have certified 

their own office. He is indicating that it does not costs so much for them to invest in this kind of 

certification, comparing to, for example the salaries, of the employees. Due to that an improved indoor 

environment can lead to that the employees are working more effectively; the cost of the certification 

is nothing comparing to the leverage they will receive in other areas. This property company were also 

the first company who received a WELL-certification in Sweden, by being the first one to this, they 

were hoping to stand out, to create some attractiveness and to take a lead position in the industry: 

Because we were early on doing the certification, we might have the expectation of having 

some chance to stand out, I think, as well as taking a lead position, take some place in this 

debate and in this industry. 

– Sustainability Manager, Company A 

 

7.  Discussion 
 

The findings have pointed to several things. My research question was about finding out what the 

incentives are for commercial property owners in Sweden to invest in a WELL building standard 

certification, and I´ve received surprisingly many similar answers from the different respondents, 

which have made the analysis easier. This chapter will be divided into two sub sections, where I will 

discuss the result based on the two theoretical perspectives that have been applied on my findings. 
 

From a risk perspective, various risks are being mentioned by the representatives of the property 

owners. Many of the respondents are lifting up the fact that Sweden has many problems with mental 

health in forms of stress and burnout which leads to strains on the economy, and that all actors in 

society needs to work together to solve this. Investments in health and wellbeing are, according to the 

respondents, necessary, and even crucial, in terms of driving the society forward. The risks can 

themselves be connected to the lifestyle of humans in modern society. Most of the humans no longer 

work out in the fields or farms, but most of the humans in the modern world works indoors in office 

environments, and therefore the office building itself can work as a tool for mitigating the risks. As 

mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, mental illness is usually work-related, and therefore it is 

appropriate for employers to work with these issues. The health and wellbeing risks that the Swedish 

society has today are not something that is particularly new, these risks have been around for a while, 

however, what the property owners are mentioning is how the WELL-certification has provided them 

with a clear tool of managing with these risks, a tool that have not available before. By creating a 

WELL-certified office, they are also providing a tool that is comprehensible for the tenants. The 

findings also show that a WELL-certification seems easier to understand for their tenants because of 

its human-centred approach, which makes people relate to that kind of certification more. Due to the 

increased knowledge in society in general, we have a better understanding of health risks as 

individuals, which makes a system like WELL more personally relevant. In contrast to environmental 

certifications, where the aim of doing that kind of certification is more abstract and technical, 

something that property owners do for reducing their own risks, perhaps not the risks of their tenants 

per se. Today environmental certifications are seen as a standard in properties, and as a “hygiene” 

factor, but ten years ago it was difficult to convince the tenants of what the benefits was for them. 

They have not experienced the same difficulties with the WELL-certification. However, one reason 
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for uninterest for environmental certification ten years ago could also be that the environmental debate 

ten years ago was not that tangible is it today.  

 

Several of the property owners have also mentioned that the WELL-certification has made them to 

address things that they have never thought of before, which indicates that there has been a gap in the 

industry when it comes to many of the parameters that WELL is presenting. From this perspective, 

WELL can contribute into filling that gap, and it can help to drive both the building industry as well as 

the corporations that are renting the offices into addressing health and wellbeing issues in a sustainable 

way. WELL can therefore be seen as this expert system that provides the property owners and their 

tenants with the right tools for addressing health and wellbeing in the built environment.  

 
From an employer branding perspective, it is indicated by several representatives from the property 

owners, that companies, in this case their tenants, are having challenges with retaining employees as 

well as recruiting the right candidates. It is important to stand out and the office can therefore be seen 

as a competitive tool. It is mentioned that the new generation has other values and requirements than 

previous generations when applying for jobs, and sustainability is an important question for many 

potential employees. Studies shows that if a company has a higher level of CSR-activities, it will also 

contribute to a stronger employer brand (Verčič & Ćorić, 2018). One respondent pointed out that for a 

company to be truly socially sustainable today, it is not enough to just donate to charity, it is important 

to start with the own buildings. With an increasing new conscious generation entering the workforce, 

it is likely that they will expect more from a company in terms of social sustainability, than just 

donations to charity-organizations. Employer branding is seen as an effective strategy to attract new 

employees, and this strategy usually includes unique aspects of workplace environment as well as 

employment benefits. A WELL-certification addresses both these things; thus, it can be used as a tool 

for employers to brand themselves. How exactly it can attract potential employees is not so clear, and 

it would be necessary to do another study on the topic that takes the employees thoughts of the 

WELL-certification into account. However, what the results have shown is that the employees appear 

to be more interested and engaged in a WELL-certification, as in the case for Company A, which has 

led to the happiness and satisfaction of the employees and a sense of appreciation from their 

employers. Why the employees feel more engaged and happier in a WELL-certified house, can depend 

on that they can understand what the WELL-certification is about, it speaks a language that everyone 

can understand in contrast to the environmental certifications, which only speaks to those who are 

familiar with environmental issues.  At the end of the day, employer branding is about creating value 

for the company, in terms of good reputation and increasing profits. Emphasis on the economic aspect 

of the WELL-certification is permeated in all interviews with the respondents. There is a general belief 

that a WELL-certification can lead to increased productivity in an office, why the certification cost is 

seen as a small cost, comparing to operational costs of a company for example. The findings are also 

indicating that it seems to be important for some of the property owners themselves to be seen as 

companies that have good values internally. It is a competitive market, both in terms of attracting 

talents as well as in renting out properties. And in the case of Company A it is indicated that they not 

only want to be in the forefront of offering healthy buildings, they also use the certification in their 

own office as a way of creating an image of themselves as an attractive employer. The office building 

is itself as competitive tool for both companies in terms of building their brand and attracting talent, as 

well as for the property owner in terms of offering their clients the best content. However, due to that 

the certification is still relatively new in the market, the demand is not that great yet, and although 

some of the property owners mentions that there are a small demand from the market, it seems more 

likely that the property owners are trying to create the demand in the market as well. If companies do 

not know about the existence of the certification, they cannot demand it. However, if a company are 

choosing between various office-buildings, then a WELL-certified office has a leverage, due to its 

user-friendly and human-centred approach. Profit-driven companies are first and foremost always 

interested in increasing their own profit, and a WELL-certified office can therefore be more attractive 

to the potential tenants, due to that it can help the companies to brand themselves as socially 

responsible, which according to Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) lead to improved corporate reputation, 

which in turn increases the value for the companies.  
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8. Conclusion  
 

Certifications have been used frequently in the built environment as a means to show responsibility, to 

meet building legislation, lower operation costs as well as to future-proof their own property portfolio. 

Certification systems is seen as a tool and as a quality assurance for both the property companies as 

well as their customers. It gives credibility to the sustainability work of companies. However, this 

study has shown that the environmental certification system can sometimes be perceived as difficult to 

understand for the tenants, due to its usually technical character. The WELL Building Standard 

appears to be much easier to understand, due to its emphasis on soft values, and the emphasis on the 

health and wellbeing gains for the individual in the building. The Standard has framed the health risks 

in the built environment in an understandable way and provided the property owners with a concrete 

tool to mitigate the risks, which they in turn can use as a selling argument for potential tenants. The 

result from the study also shows off an “competence gap” in the industry, the certification has made 

the property owners to think of aspects which they have never thought of before. Much of the 

parameters in the WELL Building Standard are not regulated by the building legislation, so in one way 

the government institutions have failed to address these issues. Hence, a need for a system that 

addresses health and wellbeing has been exposed. From this perspective, the WELL Building Standard 

can be seen as an expert system that have guided the property owners into working with parameters 

that aims to improve the health and wellbeing of their tenants. This study also shows that there are 

clear economic arguments for the property owners to invest in a WELL-certification. It is a 

competitive market, which is why it is necessary for the property owners to stand out. Environmental 

certifications have been in the game for a long time now and is seen as a hygiene factor, hence, in 

order to stand out in the market, it is required for the property owners to offer something else on top of 

an environmental certification. The unique aspects of the WELL building Standard, and its emphasis 

on the human-centred approach makes it a unique product which gives the property owners a 

competitive advantage. The human-centred approach and its focus on the social aspects of the 

sustainability makes it easier to sell to the tenants, comparing to the environmental certified buildings 

which not many tenants can relate to in the same way. If environmental certification is more seen as a 

hygiene factor in built environment, then a WELL-certification becomes more of a motivation factor - 

a certification that also motivates the tenants and contributes to the satisfaction and wellbeing for 

them. The property owners are not only trying to create attractive buildings for their tenants, they are 

also pointing out that the WELL-certification can be used as a tool for the tenants into branding 

themselves as an attractive workplace. An employer branding strategy is very much based on the 

activities that a company offers their employees,  and if the activities behind an employer branding 

strategy is successful, it is likely to lead to employee productivity and the improvement of corporate 

reputation, which in turn increases the value of the companies that are sitting in the building. If the 

tenants are thriving in the buildings, the property owners are also minimizing the risks of having 

tenants moving out frequently, why this kind of certification can be seen as a long-term strategy for 

the property owners in the attempt to make their tenants to stay longer. What is highlighted in the 

findings though, is that environmental certifications are still important for the property owners in their 

attempt to lower their environmental footprint as well their own internal operational costs, so it is not a 

question of choosing between an environmental certification versus a social sustainability certification 

like WELL. However, in terms of standing out from the crowd and attracting new tenants, WELL 

seems to be a unique selling point.  

 

8.1 Further research 
 

To answer the question whether a WELL-certification actually can improve the health and wellbeing 

of tenants in an office building would be interesting to look at, therefore further research on that theme 

is suggested. Although it would be difficult to measure this due to that it can be several aspects that 

can be reason for that people are feeling and performing better. However, one thing to do is a 

comparison of a few WELL-certified buildings with a few to non-certified buildings, and measure sick 

leave, employee turnover as productivity. It would also be interesting to follow one company before 

and after a well-certification and see if there are any differences. It would also be interesting to do a 
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follow up on the same companies that is represented in this study, and to do interview with their 

tenants, to see whether a WELL-certification has had an impact in their own employer brand. 
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