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Rethinking the trading floor to improve well-being and performance

Trading Stress for Wellness

Trading is stressful; traditional  
trading floor design isn’t helping.
Workplace design has undergone a dramatic evolution in recent years as 
progressive companies implement strategies that emphasize employee 
performance, well-being, and retention. But for a variety of reasons, the 
trading floor has remained largely exempt from change. As financial firms 
take note, opportunities exist to evolve trading floor design to better 
mitigate the inherent stress and volatility of the market.
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 WHAT WE DID 

We conducted secondary research to identify 
opportunities for design to improve the health and 
well-being of traders, addressing issues of stress and 
poor decision-making often associated with today’s 
trading environments. Our goal was to explore the 
neurological and biological considerations relevant to the 
financial workplace, alongside progressive ergonomic, 
technological, and design strategies relevant to creating 
healthier and more effective trading environments.

POOR DECISION-MAKING, EXACERBATED 
MARKET VOLATILITY, AND COMPROMISED  
EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING.

STRESSFUL TRADING 
ENVIRONMENTS CAN  

CONTRIBUTE TO:

Stress 
Factors 

Myriad factors, from the uncertainty 
of the financial market to competitive 

organizational and workplace 
cultures, contribute to the stressful 

nature of financial trading.

But change is on the horizon. The financial crisis still looms 
large over Wall Street, causing firms to question industry 
and company norms. With clients seeking change, this 
research project is a critical step in helping our trading 
firm clients redefine both their workplace and, in turn, 
their work culture. 

By understanding the current physical characteristics 
of trading floors and the potential to map behavior and 
space, financial firms can redesign these environments to 
mitigate stress, shape positive behavior, and break the risk 
cycle. The potential rewards are profound. It is not just the 
health and well-being of traders at stake, but in many ways 
the health of financial markets themselves. 

 THE CONTEXT 

Financial trading ranks among the most high-pressure and 
stressful knowledge worker occupations. With success or 
failure hinging on the traders’ ability to instantaneously 
process, analyze, and react to multiple and increasingly 
fast-paced streams of information, debilitating stress 
and high burnout rates have become all but endemic 
for traders, a startling state for a profession where most 
workers are only in their 20s or 30s.  

A typical trader’s workday begins long before market 
opening with research and preparation, and extends long 
after closing, recapping the day’s efforts and planning 
for the next. While the market is open, turnaround 
times for trades are often measured in seconds or even 
milliseconds, with traders performing a delicate balancing 
act between risk-taking and risk avoidance. One wrong 
decision or even an incorrect keystroke can spell disaster.  

Negative 
Outcomes 

High levels of stress aren’t doing 
traders, or their companies, any favors—

heightened stress hinders individual 
health and performance, and can 
negatively impact the success of 

the business as a whole.
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Can better trading floor 
environments mitigate stress?

Gensler Research | Trading Stress for Wellness



 THE RESULTS 

While the technology and increasingly high-pressure 
processes of trading have changed drastically in 
the digital age, the trading floor itself has seen little 
workplace design innovation. In contrast to the 
dramatic changes in other corporate workplaces, 
trading floors remain defined by dense, unvarying 
linear layouts more akin to a factory or production 
floor. These layouts ignore the potential benefits of 
more progressive workplace strategies characterized by 
openness and collaborative spaces, support of focus,  
and variety of work settings. 

To begin the research, we identified broad areas in 
which the physical trading floor environment might 
help improve the employee experience. From that 
initial list, three topics revealed themselves as having 
the strongest potential for positive impact: control, 
sensory stimuli, and behavioral ergonomics. Additional 
factors to consider include acoustics, amenities, density, 
indoor air quality, lighting, lines of sight, mobility, and 
temperature/humidity. 

 WHAT THIS MEANS 

CONTROL OF THE 
PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 
MAY MITIGATE RISK-
SEEKING BEHAVIOR.
Traders are prime candidates for 
“control illusions” in their daily 
practices. They are prone to seek 
and over-estimate their control 
of the market—the greater this 
feeling of control, the worse their 
performance. We are exploring 
the possibility that familiarity and 
certainty within the immediate 
work environment may reduce the 
need to control the uncontrollable.

CURATE SENSORY STIMULI 
TO MINIMIZE STRESS, 
RATHER THAN AMPLIFY IT.
The quality of light and sound 
cause physical reactions that 
affect performance and cognitive 
state. Prolonged exposure to 
fluorescent lighting in the absence 
of natural light is associated with 
dampened moods, a particular 
problem for traders working long 
hours. Views and sightlines also 
impact experience, especially when 
providing connections to nature.

 WHAT’S NEXT   

Our next step is to conduct fieldwork examining the daily activity 

of the trader to better understand the presence of stress-inducing 

factors on a typical trading floor. As a part of this phase, we will 

be creating an infield tool kit to analyze both cultural and physical 

characteristics of the work environment—from employee posture 

and routines to light and sound qualities. It is our expectation that 

these innovations will yield qualitative data that can be evaluated 

to develop a new standard of best practices for the design of future 

trading floor environments.

CONSIDER POSTURE 
CAREFULLY.
Proper posture has been shown to 
improve cognitive function, emotional 
disposition, and decision-making. 
Open or expansive postures may even 
improve confidence and minimize 
errors. This improved confidence does 
come with a caveat—open postures 
are also associated with increased 
levels of risk and dishonesty.

Our sense of sight and sound are 
heightened under stress. Sensory 

stimuli spark a chain of both physical 
and mental reactions in the body.

Dr. John Coates, Senior Research Fellow  
Neuroscience and Finance  
University of Cambridge
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As architects, designers, planners, and consultants, we partner 
with our clients on some 3,000 projects every year. These 
projects can be as small as a wine label or as large as a new 
urban district. With more than 4,500 professionals networked 
across 46 locations, we serve our clients as trusted advisors, 
combining localized expertise with global perspective wherever 
new opportunities arise. Our work reflects an enduring 
commitment to sustainability and the belief that design is 
one of the most powerful strategic tools for securing lasting 
competitive advantage.
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Gensler Research

Gensler established its Research Program to support research 
investigations important to our firm, our clients, and to the 
ongoing learning and development of Gensler professionals. 
Research projects are practitioner-led with involvement across 
the globe spanning our 46 offices, 27 practice areas, and  
4,500+ professionals. Our teams bring thought leadership to 
the table as we seek to solve our clients’ and the world’s most 
pressing challenges by creating high-performance solutions 
that embrace the business and world context in which we 
work, enhance the human experience, and deliver game-
changing innovation.
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