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Sustainability, Resilience and Wellness:  
A Pulse of the Industry 2017
For the second year in a row, Structure Tone tapped into the real-world knowledge and 
experience of our clients to help determine how sustainability and wellness are perceived 
by the real estate and construction community. Our survey measures what matters to real 
estate decision-makers—from third-party rating systems to wellness in the workplace. By 
comparing last year’s survey results with this year’s, we’re seeing some interesting trends 
emerge, both in what has changed and what remains the same. 
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We asked leaders across our organization to send us their 
list of top, long-standing, key clients. These contacts were 
primarily at the director level or equivalent senior position 
in corporate real estate or facilities management. Of those 
that responded, 9% self-identified as C-suite, 42% as execu-
tive management and 49% as mid-level managers. Seventy 
percent of the respondents work in companies with greater 
than 1,000 employees, with the largest percentage (46%) 

working at companies with over 10,000 employees.  
Sixty-six percent of respondents stated that their square 
foot responsibility was greater than 1 million square feet. 
Respondents could choose multiple sectors that fall under 
their purview. The top five sector responses came from 
commercial office (corporate, finance/legal), followed by 
data centers, healthcare and pharma/life sciences.

We know that client demand is a key driver for sustainabil-
ity in the built environment. That demand can be driven by 
any number of factors, including regulation, reporting, in-
centives and ROI. One way to track green building growth 
is through the revenue reported in ENR’s annual top 100 
Green Contractors ranking. Between 2015 and 2016, 
the combined green contracting revenue from the top 10 
firms on the list increased by 8%. Additionally, Dodge Data 
& Analytics’ World Green Building Trends 2016 reports 
that “global green building continues to double every three 
years.” This mounting evidence, along with our survey find-
ings, shows that sustainability in the built environment 
continues to grow year after year despite the fact that 
added “costs, or at least the perception of costs,” as one 
client states, continue to be the number one barrier to incor-
porating sustainability in the built environment. 

Our survey shows there is also a distinct need among 
end-users for continued help with building the case for sus-
tainability and creating greater “knowledge of the opportu-
nities and costs/benefits.” As one survey respondent put it, 
decision-makers need to be “moving past low-hanging fruit 
opportunities with limited incentives offered.” Established 

patterns can also be a challenge, as another respondent 
noted, including “institutionalized ways of doing things, 
from construction management to leasing decision-making. 
It’s difficult to coordinate all the parts to execute system-level 
sustainability changes in the industry.”

Furthermore, the plethora of green building rating systems on 
the market has even the most in-tune sustainability consultants 
reeling a bit. One client simply stated that another barrier 

Findings and Analysis

THE ANALYSIS: WHAT’S NEXT?
The following pages describe the methodology in collecting this data, detail the questions and results and offer continued 
discussion of what these results tell us about the state of sustainability, resilience and wellness in our industry—plus what 
changes are expected in the near future.

THE CLIENTS

THE FINDINGS: A SNAPSHOT
This year’s survey indicates that while some things have changed, others have not:

0%
Consider 

green building a fad

6.5%
Expect to build to “Passive 

House” standards in 
the next two years

#1
Barrier to building 
sustainability and 

wellness remains cost 

80%
Consider wellness an 

essential part of retention 
and recruitment

9%
More consider LEED 

certification a valuable 
market differentiator

17%
Fewer clients are seeking out  

resilience expertise

45%
Would pay more to lease space in 

a green building
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lower their operating costs remained at nearly two-thirds of 
those surveyed (63% in 2017; 64% in 2016); however, a 
much larger percentage than last year (27% in 2017; 19% 
in 2016) stated that they neither agree nor disagree with 
the fact that they focus on sustainability to lower operating 
cost. This aligns with similar responses that a barrier exists 
in determining the “upfront costs compared to savings over 
time.” Similarly, the 2016 World Green Building Trends 
report from Dodge Data & Analytics states that the num-
ber of their respondents who cannot prove a business case 
thanks to split capital and operating costs has dropped by 
nearly half, though the challenge still exists for a quarter of 
those surveyed.

Interestingly, when asked if companies would be willing 
to pay more for space with sustainability attributes, nearly 
half (45%) said maybe, a trend that is moving toward the 
middle. In the previous year the decision was equally split 
between yes, maybe and no. 

The New Buildings Institute annual listing of Zero Net En-
ergy (ZNE) buildings has grown from 191 verified and 
emerging projects in 2015 to 332 in 2016. Our survey 
base contradicts this growth with only 11% of our survey 
respondents stating that their companies have policies that 
support progress toward ZNE in the building sector. This 
is a slight downward movement from the previous year 
of 15%. Surprisingly, 31% of respondents did not know 
if they have real estate in cities that have community-wide 
Net Zero goals. 

The number of our clients looking for such services as com-
missioning and retro-commissioning has remained steady 
with 57% this year stating they would expect their projects 
over the course of the next two years to include this require-
ment. When asked if they would look to include an energy 
modeling requirement within the next two years, the number 
basically remained the same as last year, with 55% stating 
that they would. However, the number of those that said 
no dropped from 21% last year to 8% this year with many 
moving toward “maybe.”

Executives are still the stakeholders that are overwhelmingly 
driving sustainability at organizations. This year Millenni-
als seem to be trending downward in importance, though 
they still eked out GenXers for second place, and Baby 
Boomers are pulling up the least important segment driving 
sustainability. Similar to last year, most respondents (53%) 
think that sustainability is already mainstream and no longer 
a growing trend, though this year absolutely none of the 
respondents (0%) consider it a fad. The disparity between 
these two numbers could be due to the continued emer-
gence of sustainable programs and standards, such as Zero 
Net Energy buildings, regenerative buildings and Passive 
House. These programs may still be too cutting-edge for 
widespread adoption though, in reality, more of these types 
of projects are happening across the nation every year.

Have strict sustainability goals for their company’s 
real estate
Say they adhere to those sustainability goals
Expect to require commissioning or energy 
modeling on key projects in next two years
Are concerned about public energy disclosure 
rankings for their buildings
Consider LEED a valuable market differentiator
Report that employees and executives expect their 
office to be LEED certified

Say they focus on sustainability measures to lower 
operating costs
Would pay more to lease space in green buildings
Expect to eliminate red list materials from their 
buildings in the next two years
Would consider leasing non-LEED space
Plan to seek external expertise on resiliency

is “so many sustainability standards.” Our data shows that 
end-users need, and are craving, more education about 
the emerging rating systems while, at the same time, are 
more actively seeking LEED certification again.

In related news, wellness has arrived. Last year’s survey 
showed that wellness in the built environment was an 
emerging need; this year it is overwhelmingly an essential 
requirement. Interest in pursuing WELL projects came from 
all sectors, but most strongly from our commercial office 
clients. The conversation around health and wellness in 
the workplace strikes right at the heart of most companies’ 
attraction and retention policies, though what the industry 
really craves is data. As one client stated, a barrier to well-
ness is the “lack of data demonstrating the cost benefits,” 
adding that it is “hard to justify the added costs.”

The industry’s attitude toward resilience also seems to have 
shifted, even among recent gloomy reports that a global 
temperature increase of at least 2 degrees Celsius is inev-
itable. This year we found a striking disparity between the 
percentage of clients that see the importance of buildings 
that are built with resilience in mind and those that are, 
through outside expertise, looking to protect or strengthen 
their buildings from disastrous events. This apparent dip in 
concern over resilience could be due to the absence of a 
recent catastrophic weather event and waning attention to 
the topic in US national policies and media.

SUSTAINABILITY
Thanks to a groundswell of support dating back to the early 
1990s, sustainability has become a critical component of 
the built environment. However, our survey data may indi-
cate that a commitment to continued growth and innovation 
in green building, such as those that drive further energy 

efficiencies and fossil fuel reductions, may be weakening 
as fewer clients see sustainability as pushing the envelope. 
Still, many of our clients report that they are seeking oppor-
tunities for innovation.

“At Boston Properties, environmental, social 
and governance issues are increasingly import-
ant to our customers, investors, employees and 
communities we serve. There’s a sound business 
case for aligning our values with the values of our 
stakeholders.”–Ben Myers, sustainability manager 
at Boston Properties

Overall, there was a small uptick in the percentage of sur-
veyed companies who reported having sustainability goals 
for their real estate portfolios (54% in 2017 and 52% in 
2016), and a similarly slight increase in the percentage 
of companies reporting that they actually adhere to their 
sustainability goals (51% in 2017 and 49% in 2016). 
The percentage of companies focusing on sustainability to 

2017 RANK TRENDING PREVIOUS  
YEAR RANK

Too costly and time intensive #1  1
Too difficult to understand requirements 
and documentation process #2  3
Too difficult to attain certification due to 
unrealistic requirements #3  2
Lack of market adoption #4  4
Lack of supporting data #4 

BARRIERS TO USING LEEDV4, RANKED BY IMPORTANCETRENDING UP TRENDING DOWN

53%
Do not have Net Zero policies for their 

company’s real estate

42%
Understand what’s involved in eliminating “red 

list” building materials
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Finally, when looking at one of the most widely talked 
about real estate industry topics this year—toxins in build-
ing materials and transparency—a new question surpris-
ingly showed that 42% of clients claim to have a general 
understanding of what is involved in the elimination of “red 
list building materials,” those that are designated as harmful 
to living creatures, including humans. However, only 28% 
in 2017, compared to 35% in 2016, say they are looking 
to require the elimination of those same red list chemicals 
on their projects in the next one to two years. Despite the 
decline in those seeking to eliminate the “red list building 
materials,” more respondents reported being undecided 
about elimination and material transparency in future proj-
ects: 37% said maybe and 18% don’t know.

RESILIENCE
Last year was the hottest year on record, with each year 
hotter than the last for the third year in a row. Last year, ac-
cording to NOAA, the United States also saw 15 weather 
and climate events, such as tornadoes, drought, hurricanes, 
hail and flooding, with each claiming losses including ev-
erything from residential, commercial,government/munici-
pal buildings to agricultural crops, livestock and timber, in 
excess of $1 billion dollars. 

Despite these increasingly concerning conditions, resilience 
seems to be trending to a lower priority for building owners. 
Our data shows a slight shift away from the importance of 
designing a building to withstand extreme weather and cli-
mate change, though 54% still agree it is important, down 
from 61% the year prior. Passive survivability, a building’s 
ability to maintain critical life-support conditions if major 
utility services are lost, maintained its significance with two-
thirds (66%) still believing it matters. The steepest decline 
from 2016 shows that fewer clients are seeking external 
expertise in resilience with 2017 showing a 17% drop 
in interest for resilience subject matter experts in commer-
cial real estate. 

Brian Swett, a principal at Arup and nationally recognized 
leader in urban climate change and sustainability strate-
gies, sees hope in cities taking the lead in resilience mea-
sures. He says, 

WELLNESS
In 2015 The Global Wellness Institute showed that work-
place wellness accounted for $43 billion of the $3.7 trillion 
wellness industry. This year, the respondents to our survey 
indicated that incorporating wellness into their built environ-
ment is now an “essential requirement,” versus the majority 
opinion last year of wellness as an “emerging need.”

In our 2017 survey, 77% of respondents stated that well-
ness features and amenities are an essential requirement, 
with 92% stating that it is either essential, mainstream or an 
emerging need when considering their real estate needs. 
With 50% of our clients affirming that they are planning to 
seek external expertise to incorporate wellness in their built 
environments, and another 30% indicating that they “may,” 
the trend in incorporating wellness is distinctly upward. In 
fact, this year 80% stated that wellness is a key part of 
their retention and recruitment plans. While attraction and 
retention of employees remained the number one driver 
behind wellness initiatives, this year it was followed close-
ly by increasing employee satisfaction, with increased 

productivity, reducing healthcare costs and reduced ab-
senteeism taking the remaining spots. Last year attraction 
and retention was leading the others by a larger margin. 
Our survey also reports that while Millennials were the most 
important stakeholder driving wellness amenities in the 
built environment last year, this year executive leadership 
takes the top slot. 

Finally, when looking at the most desired wellness attributes 
in a space, indoor air quality remains number one, but this 
year in a tie with comfort, which is up from third place last 
year. Other major shifts include mental wellbeing, rising 
from fourth to second most important, and lighting drop-
ping to number three from last year’s second most important 
attribute. The aforementioned rankings are all determined 
by the mean data, meaning they represent the average of 
the selections when ranked from most to least important. 
When looking simply at which attribute received the most 
number one votes, in a surprising turn, mental wellbeing 
rose to the top after its relatively low ranking last year.

“The WELL building movement is growing be-
cause organizations like TD are recognizing that a 
building’s design and operations can have a positive 
impact on people, their health and the environment. 
I envision a future where sustainable WELL-certified 
buildings will contribute to the economic and so-
cial well-being of people and the community, and 
enhance the quality of life.”–Jacquelynn Henke, sus-
tainability and innovation director, TD Bank

THIRD-PARTY RATING SYSTEMS
The industry is inundated with third-party rating systems. 
Green Business Certification Inc. now verifies sustainability 
of the built environment under eight different certification pro-
grams. The International Living Future Institute has another four 
(not including its transparency labels), the EPA has ENERGY 
STAR and there are two competing Passive House standards. 
Even these fifteen systems aren’t inclusive and ignore the in-
ternational green building standards used outside of North 
America. In short, with so many systems, it can be difficult 
for building owners and end-users to determine what systems 
are valuable for meeting their building goals. 

When asked what the most important consideration is when 
looking to use any third-party rating system, the number one 
reason respondents gave was to reduce operating costs, 
followed by provide a healthier and more productive 
workplace. Lower global emissions and increase building 
value held the lowest two slots.

“I am seeing significant increases in interest 
by officials and mayors in cities large and small 
throughout the country. I would anticipate that in-
terest translating down to the development and 
building sectors as this growing priority for cities 
gets turned into actionable policies and programs.“

2017 RANK TRENDING PREVIOUS YEAR RANK
Indoor air quality #1 (tie)  1
Comfort #1 (tie)  3
Mental wellbeing #2  4
Lighting #3  2
Water quality #4  5
Nutrition #5  7
Physical fitness and exercise #6  6

MOST DESIRED WELLNESS ATTRIBUTES, RANKED BY IMPORTANCE

25%
Are looking to do a WELL project 

in the next year

92%
Consider wellness an essential, expected or 

emerging need in the built environment

39%
Understand the difference between 

LEED v3 and LEED v4

V4V3
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METHODOLOGY
The survey was sent to long-standing, key clients across 
the multiple geographic locations where Structure Tone 
performs work. All participants were uncompensated volun-
teers. We believe this survey offers a snapshot of what our 
clients are doing when it comes to sustainability. The survey 
was conducted from March 1, 2017 to June 19, 2017.

For more information on Structure Tone’s sustainability and 
wellness expertise, please contact: 
sustainability@structuretone.com

When looking at emerging rating systems for commercial 
real estate, like the Passive House standard, the percent-
age of end-users that have an understanding of Passive 
House is split fairly evenly along the one-third line in each 
of the yes, no and maybe categories. Just over 6.5% stated 
that they will embark on a Passive House project in the 
next two years. 

The Living Building Challenge is garnering more atten-
tion in commercial projects, and its consideration as a 
well-respected third-party certification is trending up; how-
ever, the largest percentage of those polled about the sys-
tem’s reputation, 39%, responded, “I don’t know.” Those 
looking at doing an LBC project in the next year decreased 
from last year’s surprisingly high 8% to 2% this year.

When looking at another quickly emerging rating system, 
the WELL Building Standard, an overwhelming 49% agreed 
that WELL is a respected third-party rating system, and 25% 
stated they would be doing a WELL project in the next year.

BREEAM, the oldest of all the rating systems, was recently 
released in the US in October of 2016. This rating system 
comes out of the United Kingdom, so it’s not surprising that 
39% marked “I don’t know” when asked if BREEAM is a 
respected third-party rating system. Conversely, 28% did 
agree that it is respected and 6.5% stated that they would 
be pursuing a BREEAM project in the next year. These find-
ings indicate that more education may be needed for BREE-
AM to gain more traction in the US market.

LEED
There appears to be growing confidence in the LEED rating 
system, with 62% of clients stating that LEED is a valuable 
market differentiator for their real estate portfolios. This fig-
ure is up 9% from 53% the year prior—a significant leap. 

The expectation of LEED certification among both employ-
ees and executive management has also grown, to 51% 
for each stakeholder group compared to 31% and 37%, 
respectively, the year prior. The expectation that a building 
has LEED: EBO&M certification has also increased, up to 
27% from 17%. Still, a large amount of those surveyed 
(55%) will consider leasing non-LEED certified space in the 
future, but that number is also down from last year’s 62%, 
further supporting the notion that LEED certification is still 
a strong driver.

Other results continue to support this trend. The number of 
companies that prefer a standard other than LEED dropped 
from 11% last year to 7% this year. The number of end-users 
saying they do not build to LEED standards without certifi-
cation increased from 24% to 30%, and those that do held 
steady at 34%. This all seems to refute last year’s data that 
60% of end-users might drop the LEED rating system once 
LEEDv4 was the only version of the rating system available. 
Adrian Tuluca, senior principal at sustainability and energy 
consulting firm Vidaris Inc., says these findings match the 
trends they are seeing in their work. 

“There does seem to be a renewed interest in 
LEED now that LEEDv4 is the only version available 
and is more of a differentiator. Although there are 
other emerging rating systems on the market, LEED 
is here to stay.”

Despite its leading position in sustainable rating systems, re-
spondents again this year overwhelming cited cost and time 
as the number one barriers to pursuing LEED certification.

2017 RANK TRENDING PREVIOUS  
YEAR RANK

Lack of market adoption #1  5
Lack of supporting data #2  2
Too costly and time intensive #3  1
Too difficult to attain certification due to 
unrealistic requirements #4  3
Too difficult to understand requirements 
and documentation process #5  4

BARRIERS TO USING THE WELL BUILDING STANDARD, RANKED BY IMPORTANCE

42%
Are concerned about where their buildings rank 

in public energy disclosures

51%
Agree that employees expect their office to 

be LEED certified

33%
Understand Passive House design standards


