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BRITISH MANUFACTURER FORMICA
GROUP ALIGNS WITH MADE IN BRITAIN
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CALL OF THE WILD

Biophilic design can create better working and learning environments

t could be argued that, perhaps

without deliberate intent, domestic

interiors have a well-established

history of biophilic design - simply

because they reflect our natural
preferences, as animals, to be connected
to the biosphere that sustains us. Still in its
relative infancy, biophilic design is gaining
momentum in workplace and educational
environments, following on from successful
implementation in the healthcare, retail and
hospitality and public spaces.

So, what is biophilia & biophilic design?
Biophilia is a love of life, an innate affinity
to associate with nature. It is a hypothesis
which states that humans have a
deep-seated association to natural
environments. Essentially, our brains are
hard wired for nature. The application of
biophilia, is known as biophilic design. Its
aim is to restore natural stimuli to the built
environment and enhance the cognitive
psycho-physiological wellbeing of urban
inhabitants. In other words, it aims to
help an increasingly urbanised population
answer the ‘call of the wild" in their everyday
lives. As many of us spend more hours
indoors, in our workplaces, classrooms and
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public buildings, than outside, the benefits
of incorporating biophilic design to a space
becomes increasingly compelling.

Biophilic design has been shown to
have economic, health, cultural and
environmental benefits. But it's not just
simply the presence of nature, but the
content within the scene, its configuration
and associated semantic content. Simply
put, it is more than tokenistic greenery. It
is also worth pointing out, that biophilic
design doesn't have to be big or
expensive and should not be exclusive.

Its benefits should extend to all occupants
of the space. It is simply an extension of
good design.

Recent research from various fields,
including neuroscience and endocrinology,
show the crucial role that experiencing
nature has for our well-being. In as little
time as 5-20 minutes in a biophilic
environment, a positive restorative
response can be triggered. These
responses include:

Decrease in blood pressure, heart
rate and stress hormones
Anincrease in self-esteem and mood

Enhanced cognitive function,
concentration, memory and attention

These biophilic restorative responses
are based upon the nature-health
relationship. These restorative responses
are rapid, automatic and unconscious.
Under this relationship, the biophilic
responses can be typed as:

Physiological - blood pressure, heart
rate, neurotransmitter and hormone
production

Cognitive - attention, creativity, task
performance, mental agility
Psychological - mood, self-esteem,
perception, place attachment

Underlining the importance of
connections to nature, we now know
higher mortality rates occur in areas with
lower levels of access to green space,
exacerbated by a rapidly urbanising global
population, participating in a lifestyle that
spends about 90% of our time indoors.

To help counter this, we must find ways of
incorporating nature into the built
environment right from childhood - it could
be intrinsic to our own survival. Studies
have shown children immersed in nature
adapt pro-environmental behaviours as
adults. As Stephen Jay Gould once said;
“We cannot win this battle to save species
and environments without forging an
emotional bond between ourselves and
nature as well - for we will not fight to
save what we do not love.”

The opportunities presented for
workplaces & educational institutions
considering a biophilic design-led approach
to their facilities are enormous. Stress is
now the biggest cause of sickness in the UK,
costing 105 million working days each year,
affecting 20% of the working population,
and costing the UK economy £6.5 billion
annually. If workers are faced without
respite from the stress of office
environments, various anxiety and
stress related illness can surface.

Organisations looking to stage a
‘biophilic intervention’ should note that
no two applications of biophilic design will
result in the same solution, there is no rigid
formulaic process. Terrapin Bright Green's;
“14 Patterns of Biophilic Design” provides a
resource that can be used to inform, guide
and assist in the design process, resulting



in a locally appropriate solution. The 14
patterns can be categorised into three
broad areas:

1. Nature in the space

Adding real or artificial plants, a fish
tank or terrarium is a common first, and
unfortunately last step. It has a multitude of
benefits, creating direct, physical presence
of nature in a space. Visual stimuli can also
take other forms. For example, varying the
light in a space to mimic natural variations
of the sun and shadows are preferable to
the constant, static nature of lighting
common in the urban environment. This,
coupled with the proliferation of smart
devices and computer monitors, is creating
a light diet that is interfering with our
circadian rhythms and harming our health.

But don'tignore the other senses - the
sound of gently running water, or bird song,
has a positive subliminal effect. Water
features and fountains may not be practical
for everyone. Playing recordings across
a space can achieve the desired effect,
too. Bear in mind that urban noises such
as machines, vehicles, IT equipment and
telephones can have detrimental impacts
on productivity and wellbeing, so masking
or mitigating them presents a dual benefit.
Having a source of water within easy reach
or view has been shown to have a positive
effect on our wellbeing - appealing to our
primal instincts of settling near reliable,
plentiful sources of drinking water.

Aside from maintaining comfortable
temperatures, consider air circulation - we
can all relate to the calming sensation
brought on by a light breeze. And of course,
scents can be a powerful emotional trigger,
so the 'smellscape’ of a space can also be
curated to achieve positive outcomes. Or
why not nurture a seasonal edible garden,
in place of more ornamental plants, so
people can enjoy the fruits of their labour
(pardon the pun), while also stimulating
their taste buds and consuming fresh,
unprocessed foods.

2. Natural analogues

Organic, non-living or indirect
evocations of nature are amongst the most
accessible and cost effective ways of
incorporating biophilic design in challenging
spaces, and with limited budgets. Much
of this can be achieved simply by making
strategic selections around furniture,
materials, colours, patterns, and other
aesthetic elements of a space.

For example, selecting naturally
weathering materials such as wood, leather,
stone, or even copper reflect natural
deterioration. Decay and renewal are a part
of life, so we shouldn't be trying to eliminate

them from our built environments, either.
Shapes, sequences and patterns present
in nature can even be mimicked in flooring,
wall features and artwork. Three
dimensional, tactile objects work really

well such as dividing screens, acoustic wall
treatments and soft seating.

Creating a visually nourishing
environment, based on an understanding
of the symmetries, fractal geometries and
spatial hierarchies that occur in nature can
help inform better decisions on interior
elements. Rather than going for white gloss
and straight lines, consider choosing a
variety of options you are more likely to see
in a natural space - greens, browns, blues,
rounded shapes, irregular shapes. Natural
materials and fibres in upholstery have a
multisensory effect, especially when they
exhibit reminders of their original, organic
form. Worn leathers, linens, wools and
cottons - or even newer more sustainable
fibres such as hemp, pineapple and
bamboo are becoming popular options.

3. Nature of the space

‘Savannah theory' suggests that from
our very beginnings, humankind have
sought an optimised environment that best
ensures the survival of the species - the
African savannah. Akin to the foundations
of Maslow's hierarchy; the presence of
food, water, shelter, refuge, and other
humans made this environment our natural
home. The built environment seems to only
address this by accident. Is it any wonder
that students tend to retreat to a corner
of the library when they need to reflect
and absorb new information? The same
could be said of office workers, who until
recently may have been confined to a desk
within a vast open plan office with minimal
‘hiding’ places? Varied heights create varied
sightlines, something we have an instinct
to appreciate. Not being able to survey the
landscape and anticipate threats,
compromises our concentration. The
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impact of distractions, particularly in
workspaces, can compromise performance.
By providing appropriate spacing between
and around people, we can minimise our
tendency to notice (and be distracted by)
movements in our peripheral vision. It's
a challenge to find the balance between
maintaining clear sight lines and increasing
distractions, but it is important to provide
people with the freedom to adapt their
surroundings to suit their immediate needs.
When it comes to measurable factors
organisations should consider when
looking to include biophilic design into
their project, it is an important first step to
identify the desired outcomes - how
will success be evaluated? Reduced
absenteeism/presenteeism or attrition?
Better student performance? Improved
perceived comfort measured by
postoccupancy surveys? Monitoring
hormonal levels through saliva testing?
From the outset, how you evaluate the
success of a scheme should be established.
It all boils down to one basic objective
- maximising the user experience. This
perfectly mirrors the overall objective of
good design, while putting the human
organism at its core. We are animal, after
all, and will not survive in an environment
that doesn't sustain our fundamental
biological needs. This is important to
remember now, more than ever. Stephen
R. Kellert, professor of social ecology and
pioneer of the biophilia hypothesis, the
founding father of biophilic design said,
“We will never be truly healthy, satisfied, or
fulfilled if we live apart and alienated from
the environment from which we evolved.”
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