Holistic Design Evolution:
Sound, Privacy, and Human-
Centric Environments

Executive Summary

As the design landscape moves toward 2026, there is a profound
shift from purely visual aesthetics to holistic, sensory-integrated
environments. Evidence indicates that sound, once an overlooked
"invisible" element, is a primary driver of workplace stress and
personal wellbeing. Modern design is responding through
Biophilic Acoustics, which utilizes natural materials (wood, wool,
cork) and biomimicry to manage soundscapes.

Technological advancements in Switchable Smart Glass and
Sound Masking systems are redefining privacy, allowing spaces
to transition instantly from open, nature-connected
environments to secure, private sanctuaries. Simultaneously,
industry experts are signaling an end to sterile "white
minimalism," favoring warmer, tactile, and "analog" spaces that
prioritize human connection over digital noise. This briefing
explores the intersection of acoustic science, responsive privacy
technology, and the emerging design philosophies shaping the
next era of built environments.




Detailed Analysis of Key Themes

1. The Auditory Dimension: Listening as Design

For the vast majority of human history, hearing was the primary
survival sense. Current research highlights a disconnect between
this evolutionary trait and modern architecture, which is often
"designed for the eyes only."

* Workplace Impact: A study of 1,000 workers led by Dr.
Nigel Oseland revealed that 65% of employees believe noise
impacts their ability to complete work accurately and timely,
while 58% reported high stress levels due to workplace
noise.

* The Skill of Listening: Julian Treasure, founder of The
Listening Society, distinguishes hearing (a capability) from
listening (a skill). He argues that "conscious listening" is the
foundation of leadership and civil society, yet it is rarely
taught.

* Acoustic Sovereignty: In urban environments,
"podestrians" use earbuds to reclaim their auditory
experience from "deafening" transport systems and "strobe-
light" equivalents of visual noise.

2. Biophilic Acoustics and Biomimicry

Biophilic design addresses the "invisible" interior by
incorporating nature's strategies for sound management.

« Materiality: Designers are moving away from harsh,
reflective surfaces (metal, plastic) in favor of sound-
absorbing natural materials like wool lampshades, cork, and
timber.

* Vertical Design: Walls are being re-imagined as acoustic
tools. Caroline Milns (Zulufish) emphasizes layering bespoke
joinery and textured materials to "soothe both the eye and
the ear."



« Emulating Nature: Lilian van Daal's work at Silversquare
utilizes 3D-printed concrete phone booths inspired by the
porous bones of birds and the textured wings of owls to
manage sound through form rather than unsustainable
foam layers.

3. Responsive Privacy: Smart Film and Glass

Privacy is no longer a static choice between a wall or a window.
High-speed transitions are now possible through PDLC (Polymer
Dispersed Liquid Crystal) technology.

| Feature | Smart Film (Retrofit) | Integrated Smart Glass (CLiC) |
| :--- | :--- | :--- | | Installation | Bonds to interior face of existing
glass. | Installed as a new architectural unit. | | Cost | 30-50% of
integrated glass. | Premium investment. | | Transition | Clear-
to-frosted privacy. | Millisecond transition; no haze/tint. | |
Additional Benefits | UV protection, interior work only. |
Dampens noise; 99% UV blockage; energy efficient. | | Lifespan
| 10+ years (quality grade). | Life of the glass. |

4. 2026 Design Trends: The Return to Warmth and
"Analog"

Design experts are predicting a rejection of the "Apple Store
Aesthetic" in favor of richness and character.

* The Analog Room: There is a growing demand for tech-free
"listening rooms," dens, and libraries designed to provide a
retreat from digital noise.

« Ornamentation and Tactility: Mike McMahon notes a
return to sculpted brickwork and patterned facades to
engage the senses.

* Second-Life Design: Sustainability is evolving into "circular
thinking," where projects are designed with an intentional
"first life" and "second life" built-in from the outset.

* Brazilian Modernism: Sami Reiss predicts a rise in interest
for archival Brazilian furniture, using its shapes and



materials as a counter to the "harsher" steel and minimal
styles of previous years.

Important Quotes with Context

"If a twig snaps behind you in a forest you will spin
around: the survival instinct is non-negotiable. If I
want to warn you about urgent danger, I don't
wave, I shout." — Julian Treasure, on the evolutionary
depth of sound as our primary warning sense.

"When we think about interior design, it's easy to
overlook the powerful role of walls and vertical
elements in shaping a space’s atmosphere.
Thoughtfully layering... transforms rooms into
immersive, beautifully balanced environments that
soothe both the eye and the ear." — Caroline Milns,
Head of Interior Design, highlighting the acoustic
necessity of vertical design.

"When it's used as a shortcut to ‘design’ buildings,
the results [of AI] tend to feel flat and soulless,
missing the nuance, intuition, and humanity that
real spaces need." — Mike McMahon, Architect,
expressing caution regarding the overuse of artificial
intelligence in architectural thinking.

"The Apple Store Aesthetic has exhausted a lot of
folks and they are looking for something with more
richness and character." — Hans Lorei, Designer, on
the shift away from extreme minimalism toward moody,
layered interiors.




Actionable Insights

For Workplace Planners and Facility Managers

* Implement Level-Adaptive Sound Masking: Systems like
Soft dB automatically adjust volume based on real-time
ambient noise. Research from Eindhoven University shows
workers in these environments feel less tense and stressed.

* Reduce "Radius of Distraction": Use sound masking to
reduce the distance at which conversations are intelligible
from 40 feet down to 15 feet.

* Incorporate "Sound-Deflecting” Plants: Use large-leafed
plants to naturally diffuse and soften sound in open-plan
areas.

For Residential Architects and Interior Designers

* Prioritize the "Analog Retreat": Designate specific tech-
free zones (dens/libraries) to meet the growing consumer
demand for digital detox spaces.

* Retrofit for Privacy: Use smart films on street-facing
windows or French doors to provide on-demand privacy
without the need for bulky curtains or blinds that disrupt
architectural lines.

* Layer Textures for Acoustics: In rooms with hard flooring
(stone/limestone), utilize large rugs, interlined curtains, and
fabric-upholstered furniture to prevent "noise escalation"
during social gatherings.

For Developers and Sustainability Officers

« Adopt Circular Material Sourcing: Explore bio-based
alternatives for sound insulation and masonry units (like the
K-Brig) made from recycled construction waste.

* Cost-Effective Soundproofing: Consider sound masking as
a substitute for expensive plenum barriers and extra
drywall, which can save up to $8 per square foot in
construction costs.



2023-2027 Journal of Biophilic Design
Publishing Schedule

| Year | Issues | Core Themes | | i | - | - | | 2023 | 1-6 |
Workplace, Home, Healthcare, Cities, Creativity, Blue Mind | |
2024 | 7-12 | Education, Wellbeing, Neurodiversity, Environment,
Hotels, Retail | | 2025 | 13-18 | Childhood, Third Age, Lighting,
Sound/Acoustics, Architecture, Interior Design | | 2026 | 19-24
| Materials, Landscape, Climate Change, Wood, Systems Thinking

| | 2027 | 25-30 | Urban Design, Green Roofs/Walls, Passivhaus,
Nature & Wellbeing |
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