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Law firms are increasingly focused on the environment they are providing their attorneys and staff. Driven 
by the impact of COVID-19, the importance of health and wellness in the office has become a critical issue for 
recruiting and retention. One firm, Steptoe, recently became the first US law firm to earn a Fitwel rating for its 
300-attorney Washington, D.C., headquarters office and was pleasantly surprised to find that, after building 
out a Class-A law firm space, it qualified for the rating without a lot of additional changes. 

Fitwel is a building rating system for existing and new 

buildings, including interiors, that provides guidelines 

on how to design and operate healthier buildings. In 

a matter of months, Steptoe secured a 2-Star Rating, 

which, on a scale of one to three stars, is roughly 

equivalent to a Two-Star Michelin restaurant. 

Steptoe’s groundbreaking certification was based 

on a number of design and policy strategies that 

support the physical, mental and social health of its 

employees. These features include natural daylight 

throughout the majority of the workplace; sit/stand 

desks; staffed exercise room with showers; a bike 

storage room; a multi-purpose room for wellness 

activities; an indoor air quality policy; and one 

certified first responder per 100 people.

Savills Legal Tenant interviewed Vince Falcone, 

Steptoe’s Senior Director of Facilities and 

Administration, US Offices, and the firm’s outside 

advisor, Christopher Tacy, Senior Project Manager, 

Sustainability, with UL, about the process they went 

through and what was involved.
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Q:	 What motivated Steptoe to pursue a workplace 
wellness certification in the first place?

Vince Falcone (VF): Following a comprehensive 

building renovation at our Washington, D.C., offices, 

our chair, Phil West, asked me to look into programs to 

score how well our company was doing on health and 

wellness. I started pulling information on programs to 

do that and found Fitwel, one of the leading healthy-

building certifications, a program with which UL, our 

long-time building advisors, were experienced. 

Q:	 How did you undertake the certification project? 

VF: We teamed up with our landlord Boston 

Properties and an internal team. UL did all the heavy 

lifting for the process, and [Fitwel’s] program and 

grading system were very thorough. The data we were 

pulling was very specific. 

https://www.savills.us/landing-pages/the-legal-tenant.aspx
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Q:	 Why Fitwel and not one of the other healthy building certifications? 

VF: There are several reasons why we chose Fitwel over WELL. First, achieving WELL is more difficult post-

occupancy whereas Fitwel can easily be done after a tenant moves in. Furthermore, the fee is very affordable 

compared to WELL. We found the Fitwell program to be very credible, and we thought that achieving 3 Stars 

would be a slam-dunk. But it isn’t – it takes a lot of work.

Q:	 What is involved in achieving the Fitwel certification? 

VF: When we started our renovation in 2015, we hired the design firm, Studios, and HITT as general contractor. 

Our design committee helped guide the process, and Chair Phil West was a strong advocate. 

When we were in the early stage of our design process, Fitwel didn’t even exist. It was founded in 2016 and 

became an option for us after we were done with the renovation. The process of pursuing Fitwel took about 

six months – there’s a substantial amount of data and information to gather for the Fitwel certification. The 

certification costs, in 2019 pre-COVID-19, were approximately $10,000, plus advisory fees to UL. 

Most of the certification grading in our case was based on what 

we already had put in place from the 2105-2017 renovation: sit/

stand desks, showers, glass partitions to let in more natural 

light. Most of the choices we made were items that were already 

included on the Fitwel checklist. 

It would have been helpful to know what the rating criteria 

consisted of from the start of a renovation, but we were able to 

achieve a 2-Star Rating through good design. We didn’t have to 

throw a lot of money at the project to achieve extra points. 

Q:	 What would it have taken to earn the top rating? 

VF: There are over 60 criteria to pursue, each worth a certain 

number of points. Steptoe scored just shy of 125 points to earn 

2 Stars, short by a fraction of a point. To earn three stars would 

have required additional construction that was cost prohibitive 

once in occupancy. (To give a sense of what points Steptoe 

earned, the scoring sheet is linked here.)
Click on the above image to view the scoring sheet

*Editor's note: Steptoe actually scored just shy of 125 points to earn 2 Stars, short by a fraction of a point.

*

https://www.savills.us/blog/article/304867/commercial-property/health-and-wellbeing-certifications-offer-people-returning-to-the-workplace-peace-of-mind.aspx
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Q:	 Would you recommend undertaking a healthy 
building certification to other law firms? 

VF: Steptoe is a firm that makes the safety and 

wellness of our employees a priority. The Fitwel 

certification process was a positive experience that 

demonstrates Steptoe’s commitment to creating a 

working environment that promotes safety, wellness 

and inclusiveness. I would strongly recommend to 

others to consider Fitwel as a future initiative. Having 

a service provider like UL to help is terrific. They kept 

the trains running, leading the project, so all I had to 

do was provide data points. It was a win-win process. 

Q:	 How are your employees responding? 

VF: It’s been getting rave reviews. However, we are 

now in a very different environment with so many 

people working from home. We are currently focusing 

on putting out a lot of information for employees on 

COVID-19 safety. And as we plan for a post-COVID-19 

occupancy, this is more important than ever.

Q:	 Ultimately, how would you sum up the benefits of 
wellness certification? 

VF: The main takeaway is that if you follow best 

practices during a space renovation, you can achieve 

this, too. You may already be qualified or closer to it 

than you think.

Q:	 First, why should a law firm focus on workplace 
wellness? 

Christopher Tacy (CT): Many studies have measured 

the ROI associated with a healthy work environment. 

It reduces absenteeism, lowers healthcare costs and 

boosts productivity. Earning certification provides 

validation of your workplace’s existing wellness factors. 

The points value assigned to each strategy for Fitwel 

were determined by a scientific advisory group of 

public health researchers assembled by the CDC. 

A wellness certification is a good way to make the 

invisible visible and to raise awareness of the ways that 

the built environment can affect the occupants’ physical 

and mental well-being. It says that coming back to the 

office is safe because of the factors identified in the 

certification process. 

Q:	 What exactly does a wellness certification measure?

CT: Wellness certification measures the qualities of a 

workplace that encourage or promote better health 

outcomes. Fitwel, for instance, measures seven health 

impact categories, from access to healthy food and 

encouraging more physical activity, to reducing 

morbidity and absenteeism.  [See the Fitwel Seven 

Health Impact Categories, and the certification 

worksheet]

While some factors – like a building’s location – are out 

of a tenant’s control, certification can point out what 

you do have control over or can influence. The process 

also highlights policies and factors that are already in 

place and shows what you can improve on. 

There are a lot of strategies a company can put in 

place to earn certification. Even pursuing Fitwel’s 1 Star 

Rating will highlight all the things that matter that you 

can work on, such as internal operations, policies and 

amenities. Food is a big factor – what you’re offering 

in terms of better-quality food choices and access to 

hydration. It all leads to reduced absenteeism, and your 

people will be happier. 

CT
Christopher Tacy
Senior Project Manager,
Sustainability, UL

https://www.fitwel.org/standard/
https://www.fitwel.org/standard/
https://www.fitwel.org/resources/
https://www.fitwel.org/resources/
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Q:	 How much of the certification depends on external factors outside the tenant’s control?

CT: Location is a big component for many of the certification programs, WELL and Fitwel. The rating systems 

reward buildings for walkability and mass transit access, but buildings that provide access to outdoor spaces 

and lots of natural light can make up for not being in a mass transit zone. 

Q:	 What are the key differences between Fitwel, WELL and LEED certifications? 

CT: Fitwel is more occupant-centric, WELL is more data-driven and building-specific. Fitwel is a more 

economical way to highlight your existing efficiencies and also to discover steps you can take to improve 

wellness at your facilities. LEED really puts energy efficiency and asset performance at the forefront as 

opposed to occupant health and wellness.

Q:	 When is the best time to undertake a wellness certification?

CT: Fitwell offers different certification processes, with one pathway for the built environment – for building 

owners and tenants – and a separate one for the design stage. Obviously, in the design stage you can influence 

many more factors. But even in the post-construction environment, like Steptoe’s was, an advisor with wide 

experience with different projects can recommend the various amenities and policies that can be layered on 

without too much cost to meet the criteria.

Q:	 What is a typical time frame required to earn a wellness certification?

CT: In all, it generally takes six months or less if you’re organized and committed, but if not, it can take up to 

eight months; it also depends on how many strategies you’re focused on. It takes a varying amount of time to 

gather your data, then you submit your initial documentation to Fitwel, and there’s a four- to six-week review 

period. Then, after you receive review comments and a request for additional documentation, you gather and 

submit additional documents back to Fitwel. Then, it can take another four to six weeks for a final assessment. 

The timeline is roughly the same for the other healthy building certifications.

Q:	 What does the process cost, typically?

CT: For each of the certification programs, there are sliding scales for fees based on the size of your space, 

location, certification level and chosen wellness strategies, for each of the certification programs, plus the 

advisor’s fees. [WorkDesign Magazine published this guide.]

https://www.workdesign.com/2020/06/the-roi-of-wellness-in-the-workplace/
https://www.workdesign.com/2020/06/the-roi-of-wellness-in-the-workplace/
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savills.us

At Savills, we help organizations find the solutions that ensure employee success. Sharply skilled and fiercely dedicated, our 

integrated teams of consultants and brokers are experts in better real estate. With services in tenant representation, capital markets, 

project management, workforce and incentives strategy and workplace strategy and occupant experience, we’ve boosted the 

potential of workplaces around the corner, and around the world, for 160 years and counting. Amplify the power of your people.

Wendy Feldman Block
Senior Managing Director

Click here to view 
Wendy Feldman Block's 

profile.

Learn more about the companies profiled:

In more than 100 years of 

practice, Steptoe has earned 

an international reputation for 

vigorous representation of clients 

before governmental agencies, 

successful advocacy in litigation 

and arbitration, and creative and 

practical advice in structuring 

business transactions. Steptoe 

has more than 500 lawyers and 

other professional staff across 

offices in Beijing, Brussels, 

Chicago, Hong Kong, London, 

Los Angeles, New York, San 

Francisco, and Washington, 

D.C. For more information, visit: 

steptoe.com.

UL helps create a better world 

by applying science to solve 

safety, security and sustainability 

challenges. All of its work, 

from independent research 

and standards development, 

to testing and certification, 

to providing analytical and 

digital solutions, helps improve 

global well-being. Businesses, 

industries, governments, 

regulatory authorities and the 

public put their trust in UL so 

they can make smarter decisions. 

To learn more, visit: ul.com

Generated by expert analysis 

of 5,600+ academic research 

studies, Fitwel is implementing a 

vision for a healthier future where 

all buildings and communities 

are enhanced to strengthen 

health and well-being. Fitwel 

was originally created by the 

US Centers for Disease Control 

(CDC) and Prevention and the US 

General Services Administration. 

The CDC remains the research 

and evaluation partner for Fitwel. 

The Center for Active Design, a 

global not-for-profit organization, 

was selected as the licensed 

operator of Fitwel, charged with 

expanding Fitwel to the global 

market. To learn more about 

Fitwel, visit: fitwel.org.

As this industry-wide discussion unfolds and firms learn more through trial and error, Savills Legal Tenant Practice 

Group will continue to monitor and report on best practices.  For more insights, please visit The Legal Tenant.

https://www.savills.us/people/tiffany-winne.aspx
https://www.savills.us/people/wendy-feldman-block.aspx
http://steptoe.com
https://www.ul.com/
https://www.fitwel.org/
https://www.savills.us/landing-pages/the-legal-tenant.aspx#:~:text=The%20Legal%20Tenant%20is%20our,analysis%20specifically%20for%20law%20firms.
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*Editor's note: Steptoe actually scored just shy of 125 points to earn 2 Stars, short by a fraction of a point.
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