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has been studying the productivity impacts of 
adding plants to previously sparsely-decorated 
offices. Their recently published paper, ‘The relative 
benefits of green versus lean office space: Three field 
experiments’, concludes that employees were 15% 
more productive when so-called lean workplaces 
were filled with a few houseplants.  

“Enriching a previously lean office with plants 
served to significantly increase workplace 
satisfaction, self-reported levels of concentration, 
and perceived air quality. Moreover, these 
improvements were sustained over both the short- 

The humble pot plant’s potential to enliven an office space has been honoured by having 
a special place in the Green Building Council South Africa’s (GBCSA) Interiors rating tool. 
Words  MIChelle ludwIG illustrations  MonIque MouISSIe

A touch
 of nAture

plants

 H
umans like nature. We have a sub-
conscious, biological attraction to things 
that are alive, and it makes us feel good. 
It should come as no surprise then that 

spaces enriched with living, breathing plants are 
both good for us and make us happy. The practice of 
incorporating plants in offices – as interior design as 
well as desktop accessories – is growing and can even 
contribute to Green Star SA points.

the importance of plants
For the past 10 years, a team of psychologists 
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and long-term,” according to the report. One of the 
authors, Dr Craig Knight of Exeter University, in the 
UK said: “What was important was that everybody 
could see a plant from their desk. If you are working 
in an environment where there’s something to get 
you psychologically engaged, you are happier and 
you work better.” 

Materials and furnishings used for office interior 
fitouts – carpet, foam in furniture, engineered 
wood products and paints – almost all emit volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs) that make indoor air 
significantly more polluted than outdoors. Even in 
small doses, VOCs contribute to a myriad of side 
effects and discomforts, with some even classified as 
carcinogens. Incorporating plants can be a mitigating 
solution. Multiple studies have demonstrated certain 
plant species clean the air, neutralising these harmful 
VOCs, in addition to producing oxygen.  

For these reasons, the newly released Green Star SA 

Interiors tool rewards the use of plants in projects as 
an initiative to improve indoor air quality (IAQ). They 
can manifest as potted plants throughout or they can 
be grouped as vegetated installations as long as the 
total area meets the minimum requirements. 

Benefits emerging from current studies also 
include acoustic benefits, particularly in the 
absorption of high frequency sounds most 
disturbing to occupants; and plant transpiration, 
which can create humidity levels in the 
recommended human comfort range of 30-60%. 
Reductions in heating and cooling costs have also 
been demonstrated.

 types of installations
“Firstly plants should always be selected for the light 
condition within which they will thrive, otherwise 
it’s no use to even have a plant in the office,” says 

Jay Burger of Bidvest Execuflora. He advises to start 
from a design perspective – whether you a want a 
full lush plant or a more structured plant for the 
environment; and then follow with the plant choice. 
“Currently, a lot of emphasis is being placed on the 
pots as the container becomes part of the interior 
design,” he says. 

Before being installed, indoor plants are typically 
grown in optimum conditions of high humidity, 
temperature and light. Justin Sam of Vertical 
Landscapes advises: “When transplanted to the 
office environment, which is designed for human 
comfort not plants, ensure the plants receive natural 
filtered light from windows or consider artificial 
lighting. Also, ensure they are placed away from 
air-conditioning vents, which reduce humidity and 
temperature, which tropical and many species crave.”

A green wall or a vertical garden can be dramatic 
and creative, especially in limited space. It consists 

of a wall surface fitted with a structure that holds 
plants and growing media and an irrigation system. 
Various systems of plastic modules or fabric pockets 
have been developed and are readily available on the 
domestic market. Using a specialist is recommended 
for these vertical systems, particularly when installed 
indoors, as they demand a more complex approach 
than backyard gardening, especially when it comes to 
what species will thrive and remain successful. 

Brian Tucker, owner of Vertical Plantscapes, says  
in instances where there is low to no natural light, 
grow lights can be used. With grow lights, there are 
issues with the effectiveness of the lighting; some 
only have a reach of 20 – 50cm, where others can 
cover one metre or more. It is important to not only 
choose appropriate fixtures for the plant installation, 
but due to their potential size, to include them in the 
design details. 

Plants should always be selected for the light 
condition within which they will thrive, otherwise it’s 
no use to even have a plant in the office.
– jAy burger, bidvest execuflorA
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Other important considerations of any planted 
installation – horizontal or vertical – include 
irrigation, waterproofing, the weight of growing 
media, and maintenance.  “For living walls, it is even 
possible to have a no-soil installation using special 
fabrics for the plant roots,” says Tucker, who has 
been working for many years internationally and 
locally with soil-less plants, vertical gardens and 
vegetated roofs.

How many plants are enough? The criteria 
specified by Green Star SA is based on the 
recommendations of scientific studies and is 
dependent on the planted area. For full credit, the 
equivalent of one pot plant (20cm diameter) per 
full-time employee or one plant per every 12m2 
should be provided. 

Which plants are best?
Not all species are created equal when it comes 
to VOC-absorption quality. Research pioneer BC 
Wolverton, in his book ‘How to grow fresh air: 50 
houseplants that purify your home or office’, lists 
the species his team has documented that neutralise 
common indoor chemicals such as formaldehyde, 
benzene and toluene. 

Of the species determined to be useful, the Hen 
& Chickens (Chlorophytum comosum), is indigenous 
to southern and tropical Africa, says Sam. “In 
particular, the variegated variety, where a lack of 
chlorophyll producing tissue causes white areas on 
the leaf, is a very hardy and easy plant to grow in 

an office environment. It stores water in bulbs in 
its roots, and because much of its leaf tissue does 
not photosynthesize, it provides dense foliage with 
minimal light.”

“Maiden-hair fern (Adiantum capillus veneris) is 
particularly good indoors with minimal light, as it is 
a natural cave-dwelling fern,” continues Sam, “and 
both the Plectranthus species and Asparagus ferns 
(Asparagus aethiopicus) also do well near windows.”

The Green Star SA Interiors rating tool also 
references a list of species from the organisation 
Green Plants for Green Buildings entitled, ‘Approved 
plantings for biofiltration for indoor air’. 

Bidvest Execuflora and Wits University are 
currently undertaking a local study of the impact of 
plants in a typical South African office environment, 
including VOC removal. The results will be published 
in due course. “We are monitoring factors of CO

2 

reduction as well as studying the biophilic impacts of 
plants on people,” reports Robbie Strang, managing 
director of Bidvest Execuflora. “With many 
companies requesting research from a domestic 
context, this will be a first for South Africa.” 
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