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Executive Summary

This document draws on environmental psychology research to propose that social services
agencies invest in client-centered lobby environments as an approach to improve customer
service, support frontline staff, and reduce the emotional toll on employees managing stressful
public spaces. As an added benefit, the agencies may benefit from calmer lobbies, freeing up
security personnel to focus on broader safety initiatives.

A practical approach is that of the Napa County Self-Sufficiency Services division, presented as a
model case whose agency investments in lighting, environmental design, and client-centered
services are associated with reported meaningful impacts on customer service and staff
experiences. Agencies like the County of Monterey could be encouraged to start with similar
modest investments and perform an environmental audit. The review could include lighting in
the county’s highest-traffic public-facing space, and could establish a metric baseline and
service quality log that measures client experience, staff experience, and security incident
frequency measured over time as environmental features are implemented.



Introduction: A Mission Paradox

While Social Services agencies are architecturally and philosophically dedicated to being
"welcoming and caring," their physical environments often communicate the exact opposite.
The implementation of "fortress-style" security, such as barriers, metal detectors, and highly
visible enforcement, while intended to ensure safety, may be inducing client anxiety triggers,
heightening client stress, and reinforcing social distance (Tyler, 1990). Rather than mitigating
risk, these measures may inadvertently escalate the very risks they were designed to address.

The result is that many agency lobbies communicate the wrong message before a single word is
spoken. This misalignment is contributing to a physical environment that increases client
agitation, leading to a self-reinforcement cycle of further hardening the space. This cycle
represents an unsustainable operational drain as clients become hostile, uncooperative, and
staff respond with heightened stress, lower worker morale, and a higher need for security
personnel and security investments. Disrupting this cycle may require agencies to consider how
environmental psychology can be used to enhance the client experience through one-time
investments in proactive design interventions of physical spaces.

Identifying the Elements of Environmental Psychology

The Napa County Health and Human Services (HHS) Self-Sufficiency Services division (SSS)
approach illustrates how environmental psychology principles and design features align closely
with what the research literature would predict to be effective in disrupting the cycle of security
hardening. Rather than responding to lobby tension primarily through physical security
investments, SSS has invested in human dignity through enhanced customer experiences like
food pantries, children’s play areas, a free library, children’s closets, career closets, and
enhanced lighting and art. These components are designed to function collectively as a
proactive tool to reduce client anxiety triggers and improve staff experience.

As agencies grapple with managing difficult clients, they often default to constructing isolated,
hardened spaces. Instead of asking the question, “How do we control difficult behavior?” the
agency's focus could be reframed to, “How do we design a lobby environment that reduces the
likelihood of difficult behavior emerging in the first place?” The answer may lie in the principles
of environmental psychology. Research in this field consistently demonstrates that the physical
characteristics of a space directly influence the emotional state, perceptions, and behavior of
the people within it. Elements such as lighting, color, spatial organization, access to comfort
resources, acoustics, and visual cues of care or neglect all shape how individuals feel and how
they respond to others (Evans & McCoy, 1998; Steidle & Werth, 2014; Ulrich, 1991).



For example, Steidle and Werth (2014) found that excessively dim environments can increase
self-interested or dishonest behavior, whereas brighter, evenly distributed lighting supports
self-regulation, transparency, and adherence to social norms. Similarly, welcoming design
elements such as children’s play areas, clearly organized information tables, calming colors,
natural materials, artwork, and comfortable seating can communicate dignity, care, and
institutional support. These environmental signals help foster cooperative engagement, reduce
anxiety, and create a greater sense of comfort and safety for clients navigating stressful or
uncertain situations.

Importantly, the benefits of intentional environmental design extend beyond clients alone.
Research has found that employees working in thoughtfully designed environments report
greater job satisfaction, lower levels of emotional exhaustion, improved morale, and a stronger
sense of organizational purpose (Ulrich, 1991; Laurence et al., 2013). In this way, agencies can
leverage environmental psychology not only as a strategy for improving client interactions but
may also offer advantages in workforce retention and recruitment relative to the private sector.
A well-designed public environment reinforces the agency’s mission to serve and support
people, while simultaneously improving staff well-being, retention, and organizational culture.

Returning to the Napa County Social Services Self-Sufficiency Services (SSS) division, the
principles of environmental psychology can be directly observed in its lobby design. Features
such as thoughtfully placed artwork, vibrant colors, and warm, uniform lighting represent
modest yet strategic investments in the client experience. Together, these elements create what
might be described as a “de-escalation dividend” — the cumulative effect of intentional visual
cues and balanced lighting conditions that environmental psychology research associates with
calmer, more cooperative behavior (Steidle & Werth, 2014; Evans & McCoy, 1998).

Lighting plays a particularly important role in SSS's approach. The lobby combines standard
office illumination with strategically placed spotlights to minimize harsh shadows and uneven
lighting conditions. In Figure 1, the SSS lobby is contrasted with another lobby shown in Figure 2
to illustrate how lighting dramatically influences the experience of a space. Diffuse, warm, and
evenly distributed lighting, achievable through relatively simple changes such as installing bulbs
with a correlated color temperature (CCT) of approximately 3200K, has been associated with
greater comfort, pleasure, and calm in indoor environments (Lin & Yoon, 2015). By contrast,
Figure 2 demonstrates how poorly positioned fixtures or filtering can create dim zones and
shadowed areas that introduce visual and social distance (Steidle & Werth, 2014). These
conditions may reduce important behavioral cues such as eye contact and facial visibility, both
of which are essential to effective human communication and de-escalation.



Figure 1. Example of diffuse, low-contrast lighting application

Figure 2. Example of lighting filter causing dim lighting

Beyond lighting, Figures 3, 4, and 5 illustrate how SSS integrates artwork, flowers, and vibrant
color patterns into its reception areas to communicate warmth, attentiveness, and care (Figures
1, 3, 4, 5 Courtesy of Napa County Health and Human Services Agency [Ayala et al., 2026]).
These environmental signals suggest that the space is intentionally maintained and welcoming
and, by extension, that the individuals entering it are also valued and respected. SSS reinforces
this human-centered approach through themed interview rooms such as the “Greenhouse
Room” and the “Marvel Room,” which helps personalize interactions and tailor the environment
to the unique needs and interests of clients.



Figure 3: Example of strategically placed art to humanize the space

Figure 4: Example of space welcoming to children
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Additional stabilizing interventions include children’s exploration areas, career and children’s
clothing boutiques, and choice-based food pantries. These features help reduce stress, build
trust, and improve the overall tone of client interactions. For example, SSS’s onsite food pantry
was intentionally designed around a low-barrier access model to address immediate hunger
needs with dignity and minimal procedural friction. Clients are allowed to select their own food
items, reinforcing autonomy, fairness, and personal agency during moments of vulnerability.
Staff across divisions may escort clients to the pantry without requiring income or residency
verification, thereby reducing administrative barriers at moments when clients are often already
experiencing significant stress (Padilla, 2025).

These environmental elements transform the lobby experience by addressing immediate client
needs, such as food insecurity or a restless child upon arrival, fostering calm and cooperation.
For staff, responding directly to these needs without eligibility barriers (Padilla, 2025) creates
immediate positive impact, boosting intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction (Ryan & Deci,
2000). Features like clothing closets, food pantries, and child play areas contribute daily,
renewable positive staff experiences: immediate positive feedback from clients, meaningful
client connections, opportunities for varied, meaningful interactions that offer relief from the
monotony and emotional exhaustion of processing eligibility, and the ability to help clients in
visible ways beyond casework.

These are not trivial benefits as staff burnout and turnover are major cost drivers in social
services. A meaningful, less draining work environment can pay dividends in workforce stability,
institutional knowledge, and consistent customer service delivery. As for security personnel,
they continue to remain essential, but leveraging environmental psychology in lobby design can
reduce the frequency and intensity of situations requiring their intervention. Calmer lobbies
allow security staff to spend less time reacting to high-tension incidents and more time on
activities that deter escalation. Research shows that well-maintained, welcoming spaces reduce
aggression (Evans & McCoy, 1998), meaning security staff in balanced environments operate in
conditions that support, not compound, their effectiveness.

Implementation and Costs

The preceding sections have examined the operational and organizational benefits of the
de-escalation dividend across four dimensions: reductions in security incidents, cost savings
from disrupting the hardening cycle, improved staff engagement and job satisfaction, and
enhanced client engagement through dignity-affirming services. The question remains: Can the
client-centered experience model deployed at SSS be replicated in other agencies to yield
similar benefits?



To answer this, we must consider two unique advantages Napa County SSS division

enjoys: physical space and client volume. SSS averages 1,751 monthly walk-in clients (Ayala et
al., 2026). Other agencies may face real estate constraints or higher volumes, such as San Mateo
County, which sees approximately 3,017 in-person visits monthly (Padilla, 2025). To account for
these differences, reduce implementation risk and validate outcomes, a feasibility study is
recommended. This would include conducting a lighting and environmental audit of the public
space, introducing targeted “softening” interventions in high-traffic areas, and establishing a
behavioral baseline to track incident rates and client satisfaction. This approach allows the
department to quantify reductions in escalation and align those improvements with operational
savings over time.

For example, SSS’s onsite food pantry required an initial investment of $3,300, excluding
space(Padilla, 2025). Agencies with limited space may need creative solutions, such as
repurposing a cubicle instead of a dedicated room. For children’s areas, agencies could

use electronic mobile notifications to allow clients to wait in their cars or nearby areas, reducing
the need for lobby seating. A corner of the space could then be dedicated to a fixed exhibit,
potentially provided by a partnering local children’s museum to minimize costs. For lobby
elements like lighting, art, color, and visual cues, a cost plan can be developed after assessing
the space. For instance, the Seaside Police Department’s lobby redesign which included natural
materials, light wood paneling, water features, and ambient plantings required an initial
investment of roughly $3,000 (Rubin, 2024). Even in traditional law enforcement settings,
environmental design has been deployed to reduce tension and improve the quality of public
interactions without compromising their security.

Table 1. Comparative Economics of Lobby Management

Metric Reactive Model (OpEx Focus) | Proactive Design Model (CapEx
Focus)

Security Personnel 25-34/hr (County of Strategic redeployment to

Rates Monterey, 2021) high-level deterrence

Redesign Investment N/A (Compounding costs of ~$3,000 (Seaside PD redesign

incidents) benchmark)
Workforce Impact High emotional exhaustion; Increased intrinsic motivation
recruitment churn (Ryan & Deci, 2000)




Metric Reactive Model (OpEx Focus) | Proactive Design Model (CapEx
Focus)
Operational Risk High visual social distance Enhanced facial clarity;
and anonymity behavioral self-regulation

Agencies interested in piloting environmental psychology elements may be encouraged by
starting modestly and incrementally with a three-phased pilot to minimize risk of the
investment while building a measurable metrics base case for agency-wide expansion.

1. Phase 1: Environmental and lighting audit to identify any environmental components
that may escalate client stress. Assess lighting distribution, visual cues of care or neglect,
access to basic comfort resources, and current incident and escalation data.

2. Phase 2: Softening and scalability interventions involve the implementation of targeted
"dignity-affirming" elements such as comfort resources (food pantry, children’s area, free
library) and visual care signals (art, plants, welcoming signage).

3. Phase 3: Impact validation and metrics to track and report outcomes across three
dimensions: client experience, staff experience, and security incident frequency, as the
basis for the service quality and behavioral baseline log. SSS for example deployed a
simple kiosk with a very basic temperament question.

This phased approach minimizes risk, generates evidence for broader implementation, and
builds on intrinsic motivation particularly among frontline staff. As agencies implement these
elements, they must remember to include frontline staff as co-designers to assist in
understanding what drives tension and what would help.

Conclusion

The lobby is not just a waiting area; it is the first impression a client has of the agency, and it
shapes the emotional state in which every subsequent interaction occurs. For staff, it is the
home in which they are asked to do difficult life impacting work. Napa County SSS Client
Centered Experience model leverages principles from environmental psychology, and its
practical implementation illustrates how investing in the physical environment may create
conditions associated with improved staff morale, client experience, and operational efficiency.
Rigorous field evaluation of these outcomes remains an important gap this paper seeks to
motivate. This document invites agencies to examine the Napa County SSS model as a starting
point to implement in a mitigated risk phased approach elements that are known to lower the




emotional temperature of public spaces and bring greater humanity to the work of social
services.
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