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Key office design trends and philosophies 

Taylorism 1900 

EP

The Great Workroom 

1938

Burolandschaft 1960’s 

Europe 
Stakeholder’s Perspectives 

1970’s Continental Europe 

UK-US Shareholder’s perspective 

1970’s onward
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Offices of today

Autonomy

Flexibility

Technology

Attracting and retaining talent

Choice

Experience
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Paper Background

• Growing trend 
• Love of nature, benefits, evolution from and within it.
• Shaped by the presence and absence of sounds from 

nature for hundreds of thousands of years

• Human sound perception and biophilic constructs 
missing linkage 

• What can be learned to help improve our overall health 
and well-being where we work, live, learn and heal.  

The Leesman Index, 600,000+ global respondents to date 

regarding workplace experience, identify “noise levels” as a 

critical factor, especially for those doing individual focused 

work, yet just 31% are satisfied with the noise levels in their 

workplace (Leesman, 2019). 



The Good Experience, Health, Well-Being

Understanding human beings and our perception of 

the world around us.



Sensory Evolution – The most powerful 

senses



3 Areas of Emphasis

Physics – inside a room 

Physiology –

inside a body

Psychology–

inside a body



Psychoacoustics?

Acoustics - physical properties 

of sound that can be measured.

Psychoacoustics - human 

perceptions of sound both 

Psychology and Physiology.



Evidence Based Approach 

Literature 
Review’s

Subjective 
Survey’s

Profiling 
Tools

Intervention 
Studies

 100’s of research papers

 Cross disciplinary approach

 3000 survey responses
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• Personality type 

• Neurophysiological (SP)

• Work activity

• Place of work

• Perceived control

• Design features

• Individual factors

• Nigel Oseland and Paige Hodsman, 2018, A Psychoacoustical Approach to 

Resolving Office Noise Distraction, Journal of Corporate Real Estate, Oct. 2018  

20(4).

• Paige Hodsman and Tania Barney, Neurophysiological Factors and Office 

Acoustics,  to be published 2019



What is “open-plan”?

Activity-based
Agile 

Flexible
Co-working



The Challenges with Open Plan:  
Low Partitions

High Partitions

High Density Low Density



Psychoacoustics – People Centred 

Approach  

• Sense of control  

• Ensure privacy

• Disruptions from people talking

• Avoid the One-size-fits-all 

syndrome 



• Understanding the human affinity for nature

• A good acoustic environment mimics nature

• Not about silence; but about comfort 

Biophilic design



• First sensory structure origins 1.5 billion years 

ago 

• A vital special sense organ, first spatial sense 

to develop 

• Forms the basis of communication

Verbal skills, organised lingual 

behaviour, speaking and language.

• Developed rapidly = vigorous hearing ability 

and adaptation differences (Raganandhun, et. 

al. 2016).

• Frequency sensitivities based on environment. 

Trees/Savannas

Early Evolution – Vibration and Hearing 

Sensory Structures 



Sensory Evolution – Environment 

the average American spends 87 percent of their time in enclosed buildings
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• Frequency and elevation mapping, aligned with 

natural auditory landscapes

• Relationship to vestibular and proprioceptive 

sensory processing

• Implications for inclusion factors, like SSPD 

and ASC, sound scaping source direction

Early ancestry and adaptation to 

different outdoor environments 

Ref: C. Parise, et. al., Natural auditory scenes statistics shapes human spatial hearing, Max 

Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics and Bernstein Center for Computational 

Neuroscience, Tubingen, Germany and “Cognitive Neuroscience Department and Cognitive 

Interaction Technology Center of Excellence, Bielefeld University, Bielefeld, Germany. 



Psychoacoustics - Physiological response



Source:  Sensoy Matrix, Sensory Intelligence, Annemarie Lombard, PhD. 



Source:  Sensoy Matrix, Sensory Intelligence, Annemarie Lombard, PhD. 



OCEAN – Big 5 personality inventory



Acoustics Review,

Personality profiles

• Generally conservative/reserve which suggests a more traditional workplace would be desirable.  

• Quite conscientiousness, diligent, focussed on working. 

• Tend to be more introverted or ambivert, so less social and highly interactive. 

• Agreeable, generally more accepting of conditions. 

• Higher on the neurotic side looks for more traditional, quieter less stimulating environments. 



Task & personality

Personality Task Quiet Noisy

Introvert Simple
 

Complex
 

Extrovert Simple
 

Complex
 



Noise affects performance

Mean effect of 

noise on 

performance = 

- 6%

64.9
25.0

10.1
Sales

-ve
zero
+ve



Good acoustic design should…..

• Enhance communication within 

teams

• Reduce disturbance from 

unwanted speech

• Improve speech privacy

• Support employees working on 

concentrated or complex tasks

– Control and choice



Activity based acoustic design  

The 

activity

The 

people
The 

room



Activity based acoustic design methodolgy

Roles & 

Work Activity

Personality 

Profiles

Acoustic/Physical 

Environment

Individual & 

Team Factors

1. Acoustic Layer

Sound Treatment

4. Behavioural Layer

Education & Etiquette 

3. Zoning Layer

Layout & Team Zoning

Evaluation Solutions

2. Activity Layer

Specific Work Settings









People-centred approach

Displace 

Avoid 

Reduce 

Educate
DARE



Email: Paige.Hodsman@ecophon.co.uk 

Visit: www.ecophon.co.uk

Follow us on twitter: @PaigeHodsman and  @ecophonuk

Thank you


