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Background and purpose: A brain-friendly work environment is conceptualized as one
meticulously designed to place employees’ brains in an optimal state. The objective of this study is
to develop a model for such an environment, employing a thematic analysis methodology.

Research method: This research is applied in its purpose and qualitative in its data collection
approach. Data were acquired through semi-structured interviews with 41 experts from the fields of
management, industrial-organizational psychology, and neuroscience. Participants were selected via
purposive sampling. Data analysis proceeded through three distinct levels: open coding, theme
organization, and the identification of overarching themes. Data validity was ensured through
participant review, while reliability was established using both re-coding and inter-coder agreement.
Findings: The thematic analysis yielded 44 overarching themes crucial for fostering a brain-friendly
workplace. These encompass the physical and aesthetic design of the work environment, a secure
and predictable psychological climate, the upholding of human dignity and provision of cognitive
feedback, the cultivation of a brain-friendly organizational culture, considerations of work
environment time, energy, and physiology, opportunities for learning and self-efficacy,
organizational growth, supportive management practices, and the principles of environmental justice
within the organization’s social systems. Each overarching theme is further substantiated by several
organizing and basic themes, collectively illustrating a comprehensive framework of factors that
contribute to the creation of a brain-friendly work environment.

Conclusion: Establishing a brain-friendly work environment necessitates a concerted and
simultaneous focus across its physical, psychological, social, and organizational dimensions. The
resulting model offers a comprehensive framework applicable to the design and redesign of work
environments, particularly within governmental organizations.
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Introduction

The intersection of neuroscience and organizational studies has garnered substantial scholarly interest in
recent years, catalyzing the emergence of organizational neuroscience. This interdisciplinary field
investigates the application of brain science insights to domains such as leadership, motivation, learning,
decision-making, and workplace design. Within this context, the concept of a brain-friendly work
environment—defined as a setting optimized for employees’ cognitive, emotional, and physiological
needs—has gained significant prominence.

The increasing complexity of organizational life, exacerbated by rapid technological advancements,
elevated stress levels, and information overload, underscores the imperative for organizations to cultivate
environments that foster optimal brain function, creativity, and overall well-being. The present study was
undertaken with the primary objective of developing a model for a brain-friendly work environment
specifically tailored to the context of Iranian public organizations. While a considerable body of prior
research in this area has predominantly adopted quantitative methodologies and focused on isolated
variables (e.g., job stress, ergonomics, organizational culture), few studies have employed an integrative,
qualitative approach to investigate the multifaceted nature of brain-friendly workplace design.
Consequently, this research endeavors to address this gap by utilizing thematic analysis to identify,
organize, and conceptualize the essential dimensions and components of such an environment.

Research Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research design, employing a thematic analysis approach. From a
purposeful standpoint, it is classified as applied research, with the objective of formulating a practical
framework that organizations can leverage to elevate both employee well-being and performance through
neuro-informed environmental design. Data collection involved semistructured, in-depth interviews with
15 experts. Participants were purposefully selected from three pertinent domains: management, industrial-
organizational psychology, and neuroscience. This selection was based on their academic expertise,
professional experience, and familiarity with neuro-organizational concepts. The sampling procedure
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, signifying that no new themes emerged from the data.

The interview guide comprised open-ended questions formulated to elicit participants’ insights into the
characteristics, principles, and indicators of a brain-friendly work environment. Following the acquisition
of participant consent, interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and subsequently analyzed.
The analysis adhered to the six-phase thematic analysis model proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006): (1)
familiarization with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes,
(5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. To bolster the rigor of the findings, several
strategies were implemented: credibility was enhanced through data source triangulation and member
checking; dependability was ensured via peer debriefing; and confirmability was strengthened through
detailed documentation of all analytic decisions.

Findings

Thematic analysis of the interview data yielded the identification of nine overarching (global) themes,
each representing a significant dimension of a brain-friendly work environment. These themes are
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substantiated by multiple organizing and basic themes, thereby forming a rich and interconnected
thematic network. The principal themes are delineated as follows:

1.

Physical and Aesthetic Design of the Workplace: This theme underscores the influence of spatial
configuration, illumination, color palettes, air quality, acoustics, and biophilic elements in
promoting cognitive comfort and mitigating stress. Experts highlighted that an environment
engineered with sensory harmony and ergonomic principles demonstrably enhances attention,
creativity, and emotional regulation.

Psychological Climate of Safety and Predictability: A psychologically safe climate empowers
employees to articulate ideas, undertake calculated risks, and acknowledge errors without
apprehension of adverse repercussions. Predictability in policies, communication channels, and
decision-making processes supports the brain’s inherent need for stability, thereby reducing
cognitive load.

Human Dignity and Cognitive Feedback: Respect for individual worth, coupled with meaningful
recognition and constructive feedback, is paramount for sustaining employees’ intrinsic
motivation. This dimension emphasizes the brain’s intrinsic reward mechanisms and the critical
role of positive reinforcement in facilitating learning and engagement.

Brain-Friendly Organizational Culture: A culture that cultivates learning, empathy, collaboration,
and trust serves to foster neuroplasticity and adaptive cognitive styles. Experts underscored that
such a culture necessitates intentional cultivation through exemplary leadership behavior and the
establishment of shared organizational norms.

Time, Energy, and Workplace Physiology: This theme encapsulates the physiological and
temporal dynamics inherent in work, encompassing work-rest equilibrium, adherence to
circadian rhythms, nutritional considerations, and opportunities for physical movement. A brain-
friendly environment is one that respects the natural cycles of focus and recovery, thereby
optimizing both productivity and overall well-being.

Learning and Self-Efficacy: The provision of opportunities for continuous learning, skill
development, and reflective practice actively promotes cognitive growth and enhances self-
efficacy. Experts correlated these elements with the brain’s inherent capacity for plasticity and the
fundamental psychological need for competence.

Organizational Evolution: At a macro level, the organization must itself function as an adaptive
learning system, demonstrating the capacity to evolve in response to change and integrate novel
knowledge. A brain-friendly organization actively encourages experimentation, knowledge
dissemination, and the cultivation of system-wide resilience.

Supportive Management: Empathetic, empowering, and neuroscientifically informed leadership
exerts a decisive influence in orchestrating an environment conducive to psychological well-
being. Managers function as ‘“architects of experience,” actively shaping the cognitive and
emotional landscape through effective communication, robust trust-building, and constructive
feedback mechanisms.

Environmental Justice and Social Systems: The final theme addresses the critical importance of
fairness, inclusivity, and social support within the organizational ecosystem. The perception of
justice preferentially activates neural circuits associated with trust and cooperation, thereby
fostering a profound sense of belonging and engagement.

Collectively, these nine themes articulate an integrated model wherein physical, psychological, social, and
organizational factors interact dynamically to construct a brain-friendly work environment. Each
dimension exerts influence upon the others, positing that the development of such environments cannot be
achieved through disparate, isolated interventions but necessitates a systemic and holistic strategic
approach.
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Conclusion

The findings herein compellingly illustrate that a brain-friendly workplace transcends mere physical
ergonomics or isolated stress-reduction initiatives; rather, it embodies a comprehensive organizational
philosophy intrinsically linked to the science of human cognition and emotion. The intricate interplay
between fundamental neurophysiological needs—such as adequate rest, optimal nutrition, and appropriate
sensory input—and crucial socio-emotional factors—including trust, perceived fairness, and meaningful
recognition—underscores the imperative for interdisciplinary collaboration among designers, managers,
and neuroscientists. Furthermore, the model developed in this study demonstrates robust alignment with
burgeoning international research streams in neuroergonomics, psychological safety, and organizational
justice. Critically, it also thoughtfully reflects the unique cultural and institutional characteristics inherent
in lIranian public organizations. For instance, participants consistently emphasized the profound
importance of upholding human dignity and core moral values—concepts deeply embedded within
Iranian organizational culture—as indispensable prerequisites for a truly brain-friendly environment.

Through rigorous qualitative thematic analysis, this research has successfully formulated a comprehensive
model for the design of brain-friendly work environments. The nine global themes elucidated—spanning
from the physical milieu to the nuances of supportive leadership and the principles of social justice—
collectively offer a holistic framework for both understanding and systematically enhancing workplace
conditions. This framework is grounded in and informed by contemporary neuroscience. The findings
conclusively demonstrate that the cultivation of such environments necessitates concurrent and integrated
attention across the physical, psychological, social, and organizational dimensions. From a practical
perspective, this model is poised to function as an invaluable diagnostic and design instrument for
managers, consultants, and policymakers. It offers a clear pathway for optimizing cognitive health,
fostering profound engagement, and ultimately elevating performance within organizational settings. The
framework provides a robust foundation for the subsequent development of evidence-based guidelines,
targeted training programs, and strategic environmental redesign initiatives, all meticulously calibrated to
harmonize with the brain’s innate operational principles.

In theoretical terms, this study makes a significant contribution to the expanding corpus of knowledge in
organizational neuroscience and workplace design. It achieves this by synthesizing a diverse array of
insights into a coherent and contextually sensitive framework. Future research is strongly encouraged to
empirically validate and refine this model using quantitative methodologies, explore its cross-cultural
applicability and adaptability across varied organizational landscapes, and rigorously examine its
demonstrable impact on critical, measurable outcomes such as enhanced creativity, improved decision
quality, and elevated employee well-being. In summation, a brain-friendly work environment is not a
transient trend or a fleeting management fad. It represents an essential and inevitable evolution in
organizational design—one that fundamentally recognizes the brain not merely as an organ, but as the
central nexus of work, learning, and human connection. By adeptly integrating neuroscientific principles
into the fabric of management practices and environmental design, organizations can proactively foster
healthier, more adaptive and ultimately more sustainable workplaces for the future.
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