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Conscious Cities is a new field of research and 
practice focusing on people-centric environments 
that are aware and 
responsive: using Data Analysis, AI, Tech, 
and Cognitive Science in Design



Cognitive neuroscience is concerned with the study of 
the biological processes and aspects that underlie 
cognition.



1. Why is neuroscience a valuable tool for real 
estate investors?

2. Where is neuroscience most effective in project 
development?



Future-proofing developments



14% don’t want to work in a traditional office. PWC: ’The future of work: A journey to 2022

1/3 British workers unhappy with their work environment. Steeplechase Poll 2016



Open Plan

• 28% of productive time lost due to interruptions and 
dis tractions.

• Legibility of space and adjustability of furnishings 
accounts for as much as 25 per cent of the ability to 
focus .

- Designing for Focus Work, Haworth

Layout

Flexible

• Too much choice: 49% of “workers who can’t choose 
where to work depending on the task”. - Steelcase study

• Less inclusive than is assumed - reinforces power of 
influencers.

80’s 00’s

Activi ty Based Working (ABW)

• Areas designed for specific working activi ties 
such as brainstorming, or focused attention.

—->



Arti fi cial light

Light

Natural l ight

• Workers s lept 46 minutes longer per night than those 
without access to natural daylight.

• More phys ical activity. - Boubekri (2014)

• Nurses exposed to >3 hours daylight reported less 
work-related stress and higher levels of job 
satisfaction. - Alimoglu MK (2005)

80’s 00’s

Task related dosage

• Light affects non-visual brain responses 
showed that light can optimise brain 
function during specific cognitive tasks, 
especially those requiring sustained 
attention.  - Steelcase (2011)

• But not for a ll tasks…

—->



Creating a better offer





The first generation that needs science to tell us that nature of healthy.

Longwood Gardens, Pennsylvania, USA



Longwood Gardens, Pennsylvania, USA

… but also, the generation that will be expecting more of buildings.



Sense of Place / Place Attachment
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Choice points, memorable events, rewards

Defining features of a Cognitive Journey

B
E



Why Place matters…

C r edit: Loren Frank et al /  UCSF






Why Place matters…

Place Cells Grid Cells Boundary Cel ls

Place: The hippocampus is the locus of the brain’s internal map of the spatial environment.

Memory: place cells express the location of the animal in combination with information about events that take place or took 
place there… place cells express past experience.

- M ay-Britt Moser, David C. Rowland and Edvard I. Moser



Experiential Model

Experiences l inked to environment because 
of certain characteristics. 

These enable or constrain a range of 
experiences that shape meanings.

Physically Constructed

I feel that I can really be myself there
I really miss it when I am away too long
I feel happiest when I’m there
It is the best place to do the things I enjoy
It is my favourite place to be

(Stedman 2003)

Place Satisfaction Place Attachment

Cognitive Map

The place supports my objectives and 
answers to my needs.



Place Satisfaction Positive Place Attachment

Office Worker Wellbeing - Increased productivity
Workforce retention

Return visits builds cultural centreVisitors

Civic pride
Pro-environmental behaviour

Locals



Where does this fit in project development?



Strategic Brief

Work with client to 
formulate human impact 
goals.

Central Thesis

Identification of key User-
Activi ty-Space relationships.

Insights

Translational research on 
key design drivers and 
spatial qualities.

Design

Guided by Cognitive 
Schedule and informed 
des ign decisions.

Post-Occupancy

Data  collection/analysis 
leading to incremental 
improvements.

1 2 3 4 5



User SpaceActivity



User



Layout

Content

Materiality

Sleeping

Socialising

Relaxing

Archetype

Needs

User SpaceActivity

Functional Brain Networks Are Dominated by 
Stable Group and Individual Factors, Not 
Cognitive or Daily Variation. Neuron Apr. 2018

“Brain networks are 
much more about who 
you are than what 
you're thinking about.”



MaterialityRelaxingArchetype

User SpaceActivity

Restorative effect
measured through

cognitive task

Variables
A/B/AMeasurables



MaterialitySocialisingArchetype

User SpaceActivity

Loneliness
measured through

subjective perception

Variables
A/B/AMeasurables



Strategic Brief

Work with client to 
formulate human impact 
goals.

Central Thesis

Identification of key User-
Activi ty-Space relationships.

Insights

Translational research on 
key design drivers and 
spatial qualities.

Design

Guided by Cognitive 
Schedule and informed 
des ign decisions.

Post-Occupancy

Data  collection/analysis 
leading to incremental 
improvements.

1 2 3 4 5



PerceivedW
ellbeing

WorkplacePr
oductivity

Learning 
Outcomes



“We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us”
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